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Abstract
This ethnographic thesis presents an overview of dancing within 
Northampton, England, with a detailed study of one particular dancing 
community within the selected landscape. As such, it has three interlocking 
aims. Firstly, to develop an appropriate methodology that will assist in this 
discovery; secondly, to develop an appropriate method of textual and visual 
documentation; and thirdly, to select and examine in-depth the dancing of a 
group of English women engaging in Arabic dance through an application of 
a particular theoretical underpinning involving the notion of dancing as a 
reflexive or ritualised performative practice. I will suggest that this is a 
cultural process typical of dance in an urban environment in a pluralist and 
globalised culture. An ethnographic video and extended unedited video 
footage accompany this thesis.
In Part I, Chapter One provides an overview and contextual information, 
placing the thesis within the academic arena of the study of dance as both 
experiential and a product of its socio-cultural context. Chapter Two explains 
the particular methodology and the role of video in the representation of 
dancing. Part II develops a series of narratives based on a singular case study 
of Arabic dancing, firstly by examining the academic and populist material 
on Arabic dancing where a constructed history appears to be based on a 
problematic evolutionary premise (Chapter Three), then detailing the 
ethnographic data of the participants, movement vocabulary, extended 
evidence from interviews and discussions with the informants and a précis of 
five dancing contexts or events (Chapters Four and Five), then moving on to 
explore the particular notions of femininity (Chapter Six) and spirituality 
(Chapter Seven) found in the case study as distinct from the populist texts. 
Chapter Eight continues the multiple narratives with a focus on dancing 
networks and dancing communities. The Conclusion returns to the primary 
themes from Chapter One in order to highlight areas for future comparative 
research on other dance forms found in contemporary urban societies.
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A Companion Video
Written accounts cannot capture the dancing found in this thesis. The companion video is 
intended to provide a record for further study and provide for the reader what the words can 
never achieve- to let the reader see the dancing. The video includes two ethnographic videos, 
Going for it! (Mulchrone, 1998) and Shimmies and Veils in Middle England (Mulchrone,
1999) and based on my fieldwork experiences, plus extended clips of unedited fieldwork
footage relating to the five dancing contexts described in Chapter Four. The reader will note 
that the filmmaker is Jane Mulchrone. This is the author, known by this name until 2001 
when I reverted to my given name of Bacon. The video is discussed throughout the course of 
the thesis and the reader may choose to view the video when directed to it in the text, like 
endnotes, but there are other choices that can be made. The video might be viewed prior to or 
post reading the thesis, or some other combination of these suggestions might seem 
appropriate to the reader. Whichever approach is selected, the video is designed to heighten 
the reader’s knowledge of the dancing.
Running Order:
Going for it! Dance and Community in Northampton 00:00
Shimmies & Veils in Middle England 12:00
Dancing Contexts (31:30)
1. The Class: Learning Arab Egyptian Dance 31:30
2. ‘Two Minute Heir 40:50
3. A Party Evening 55:00
4. A Troupe Rehearsal 59:05
5. The Troupe and Class Dancing at the 
Nordiampton Show 1.08:45
IX
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1.1 Reader’s Pathway
This is a thesis about dancing in Northampton, England; more specifically it is about Arabic 
dancing. The title. Unveiling the Dance: Arabic Dancing in an Urban English Landscape, is 
intended to draw your attention to two intertwining threads in the thesis. Firstly, as a 
metaphor, often used by writers and artists to represent the hidden, exotic and usually sensual 
or sexual aspects of womanhood that remain hidden from public view. Secondly, the title will 
hopefully signal to the reader that this research aims to present an alternative to 
understandings of Arabic dancing that reside in historical constructs of exoticism by, literally 
and theoretically, unveiling or uncovering dancing that exists in an ‘urban English 
landscape’.^  I have chosen the idea of unveiling the dancing to signify the deeper cultural 
connotations within this area of study whilst applying the term in a more practical sense to 
signal uncovering, discovering, unearthing, revealing or unveiling the cultural practice known 
as dancing.
What I am attempting to construct in these pages is based on the voices and beliefs of the 
informants yet ultimately the responsibility for the particular construction belongs to the 
researcher. It is my intention to acquaint you with my interests in attempting a project of this 
nature. Before introducing you to these women, it is important to begin to lay the foundations 
for the multiple narratives I have created and that will emerge during course of this thesis. 
These narratives intermingle in the first three chapters in order to give theoretical, 
methodological and socio-historical information; then become separate in Chapters Four 
through to Eight in order to tease out particular themes within the specific case study that 
require particular theoretical approaches, before concluding with a Chapter that returns to the 
notion of intermingling the multiple narratives and theories in order to highlight the potential 
of the approach for further research. My role as researcher is implicit in each narrative or 
story about the dancing that you, the reader, will experience in both text and image.^
This thesis resides, institutionally, within a Dance Studies department and yet it might be 
more clearly understood as emanating from dance ethnography as it has emerged from 
Performance Studies. Within the discipline of Performance Studies there is a commitment to 
studying performance as practices and behaviours rather than objects (Schechner, 2002a, p.2).
In Dance Studies there is an attendance to maintaining the centrality of dancing. My concern 
in this thesis is to keep the dancing at the heart of the research and allow whatever issues to 
arise from that embodied action. Thomas, a sociologist, argues that dancing is a “reflexive 
practice realised through the medium of the body” (1995, p.l). This is an important point for
consideration, particularly the idea that dancing is indicative of something more than physical 
action. Action is taken very seriously within the disciplines of both Dance and Performance 
Studies. Attending to the representations of dancing action may require the researcher to 
consider how particular moments are selected above others and in what way those moments 
are framed as significant. In this respect, there may emerge a tension between the needs of the 
dancing and the theoretical positions required to elucidate the particular nature of the 
reflexive practice, or how this action can be understood to emanate from its socio-cultural 
context. It may be necessary to develop a framework where it becomes possible to keep the 
dancing central whilst engaging with the socio-cultural implications of these events. In 
Performance Studies there is a concern to attend to the relationship between studying and 
doing performance and the use of the tool of ‘participant observation’ that might usefully be 
applied in new ways (Schechner, 2002a, pp. 1-2), although what ways he does not specify. 
There may be other issues that emerge from the attention to the dancing and this particular 
application of participant observation that will require deeper exploration. It is important that 
these issues do arise from the case study in order to fully explore the potential of this 
theoretical and methodological framework for dance ethnography.
Because my focus is on the action of dancing I will also draw on the work of North American 
dance anthropologists such as Famell (1994, 1995 and 2000) and Williams (1991, 1992, 
1995, 1997 and 2000), and the British dance ethnographer Buckland (1999) as well as other 
cultural theorists, anthropologists, feminists, sociologists and geographers. The application of 
this diverse range of theorists is contained throughout the course of this chapter, as are 
particular terminologies. Terms are introduced and tested throughout this thesis through an 
application to a case study. The particular application of terms and their potential definitions 
is, at best, problematic and, at worst, reductive. I am clear that there is no singular discourse 
that is an appropriate and all embracing frame for this case study yet I am attempting to 
provide a number of stories or narratives that emerge from the same case study so the reader 
can begin to understand the many possibilities of representing this case study. When new 
terms are introduced my intention is to provide some framework for the reader to understand 
these key terms. They are too numerous to list here and so are introduced later in this 
Chapter, primarily in Section 1.5, and then developed throughout the thesis.
As stated on page ix, this thesis is enhanced by the inclusion of two videos made by the 
researcher and five unedited selections of video footage. It is my intention that the visual 
image will allow another level of understanding beyond the textual, although I will 
problematise this in Chapter Two because the selection of what to film, how to film it, what
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to edit and how to edit are ail (informed) choices made by the author. The intention was to 
use video as a research tool, which I discuss in Chapter Two, and beyond this as another 
means of representation. This is not without its complications as choices regarding what to 
film and how to film implicate the researcher in many ways which will become clearer as the 
thesis unfolds.
Over ninety hours of video footage were recorded on a variety of types of video camera and, 
with this, a realisation that it would not be appropriate to continue simply to place the video 
camera in a comer of the room and then present this material unedited (McAuley, 1995). I 
had no funding for the creation or editing of these videos and so there is a variation in visual 
quality that reflects something of the contexts in which the dancing is found but also reveals 
the constrained budget of the researcher. Similarly, the researcher’s interest in respect of the 
video material at any given point in the research fluxuated. When I was filming the first case 
study, a contemporary dance class, my interest was in how to capture the aesthetics of the 
group. By the time I had begun to focus on one case study, the Arab-Egyptian dance troupe, I 
had become immersed in the potential of the video to tell a story and also to reveal something 
of the author’s role within that narrative. These differences can be seen in the video with one 
having no voice-over and an author who somehow eludes the camera and the other placing 
the author directly in the role of mediation between the video audience and the dance troupe.
The process of creating a video from the many hours of footage required a judgement on the 
selections of material, a judgement that was informed by my current place within the research 
process. I have no doubt that if I were to make another video from the video footage it would 
have another narrative, other ways of attending to the aesthetic concerns of the group and 
new attempts to signal the role of the author. It is more a case of indicating that the 
representations from the fieldwork will be imbued with the relationship between the 
researcher, her theoretical concerns and the participants. Throughout the thesis I will refer to 
the video material to discuss how this was filmed and the choices that were made in the 
filming and editing process. There will be moments when I point the reader toward the two 
videos which can be viewed and understood as research outcomes in their own right, each 
with its own narrative logic and analysis; similarly the unedited footage that follows these 
two videos can be used as an appendix to the video or the written text although, I would 
argue, that these selections of material are without the explicit analysis that is evident in the 
edited videos yet have an implicit level of analysis in the way the footage has been captured 
and framed. It might be useful for the viewer to consider what might be left behind, why was 
one dancer selected above another, where is the camera in relation to the participants and
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where is the author? These questions will help the viewer to develop an analytical position in 
relation to the unedited footage and by raising these questions I hope the reader will realise 
that these selections are not without a level of analysis.
In this introduction I will outline the issues and questions that I confronted at the beginning 
and throughout the course of this research. I must make it clear at this early stage that 
although this is a thesis about Arabic dancing, there is a possible tension in the thesis because 
the focus of the research has been to uncover dancing within a geographical locale. It has 
been within this frame that these particular women emerged, rather than my seeking out a 
group of people participating in Arabic dancing in a non-Arabic environment.
1.2 Seeking to reveal specific instances of dancing
This dissertation is concerned with a particular instance of Arabic dancing enacted by seven 
women. This case study has been extracted from a general field of people discovered dancing 
in the English town of Northampton. The initial field research was carried out between 1997 
and December 2001, with in-depth study from April 1998 until December 1998 and March 
1999 until December 2001. It began with the premise that although there may be many dance 
forms and styles available in our urban landscapes, recent writings, in particular 
ethnographies, about dance in urban spaces suggest that finding people who dance is often 
difficult.^ These writers do not appear to be saying that very little dance activity actually 
exists, rather that dancing is invisible unless someone chooses to document or pay attention 
to a moment of dancing. Even though we may be experiencing a boom of dance activity, 
according to Ward, this activity is not evident on street comers, in shop fronts, in newspaper 
photographs, on the television or other significant sites for the transmission of information 
(1997, p.4).'* Dance must be “located and sought out” (Sparshott, 1995, p.6) precisely 
because this ‘hidden’ dancing is not publicised or in any way made known to the wider 
world. Dance, in these terms, is ‘invisible’; a term used by Ward (1997) and developed from 
Sparshott who suggests that dance is ‘elusive’ (1995, p.6). When I looked around me in 
Northampton, I realised that this was indeed the case. Dancing does not appear on the 
television, on billboards or in other mass media. In order to find this elusive dancing I would 
need to pursue an ethnographic approach that would allow the dancing to emerge. This was a 
guiding principle in my initial methodological approach (which I will discuss in detail in 
Chapter Two). I was not concerned to select a dance form at the outset of the research project. 
The reader will begin to understand the implications of this approach in Part Two of the 
thesis.
If dancing was invisible then my initial aim would be to establish a fieldwork task that would 
allow me to discover as much dancing as I could within Northampton/ I discovered 
traditional dancing schools offering ballet, tap, modem and national on a commercial basis; 
discos and nightclubs offering an opportunity for all ages to dance socially; freelance teachers 
offering dance styles that have a popular and current appeal such as Line Dancing, Salsa and 
Ceroc in hired venues such as church halls; and events such as bam dances attracting 
particular social groups of people. Although the dancing did not appear to be available to the 
population of Northampton through the mass media, the dancing I found was not difficult to 
uncover. There seemed to be a bigger problem and that was how to get a clear sense that this 
was all, or even the majority, of dancing activities in Northampton.
After I gathered the general overview information from the participant observation, video, 
interviews and discussions with the informants I would analyse, classify my findings and then 
select case studies for further research. Whilst previously established models for analysis 
have been useful to a certain extent, such as those working in the fields of American dance 
anthropology and European dance ethnology, this work is unique in that there are no other 
projects that have undertaken a similar methodological approach and so the particular tools of 
analysis are individual to this thesis.^ This approach will include the application of both 
quantitative and qualitative research techniques, and subsequent textual and visual analysis. I 
would say, at this juncture, that the overview survey cannot be seen as exhaustive, rather it is 
indicative of the dancing in Northampton as was used to select a single case study from the 
range of activities that were discovered.
1.3 The subject of study
In Part II of this thesis I move from a general overview of dancing in Northampton to a 
specific case study. This case study, as stated earlier, is about seven women who participate 
in Arab-Egyptian dancing and live in Northampton. They are not professional dancers, 
although they do perform locally and sometimes regionally. They are introduced to the reader 
in Chapter Four and in the video. The dance troupe and the dance class, the two key elements 
of the case study, are part of a larger network of Arab-Egyptian dancers in England (see 
Chapter Three). They were not selected because they were in any way indicative of what it is 
to be an English dancer. This particular group believed they had something to say about who 
they are and why they have chosen their particular dance form, as I will discuss in the 
following chapters. It is important to know, at this point, that the dancing and talking about 
dancing from these women form the basis of this thesis. My choice to wait until Chapter Four 
to introduce them is not intended to marginalise them; rather it is intended to take the reader
along the pathway that allowed the researcher to discover them. Along this pathway (a term I 
will discuss in Section 1.5.4 and 1.5.5) there arose theoretical and methodological concerns 
that required attention and development in order for me to be able to represent these 
extraordinary women to you. As stated earlier, the development of theoretical concerns as 
they emerge from the action of dancing, I believe, is an appropriate application of theory 
within this particular methodological approach and is in keeping with an ethnographic 
methodology. What I will say at this juncture is that I believe, and these women believe, that 
they have selected themselves for this study as much as I selected them.
Arabic dancing is known by many names: in England it is variously known as Arab- 
Egyptian, Arabic, Raqs Sharqi, Middle Eastern or belly dancing. In America and Australia it 
is may also be called Oriental dance. In all these countries, during the 1930s it might have 
been more widely recognised as ‘exotic dance’. The participants in this case study refer to 
their dancing as Arab-Egyptian. The more widely recognised term is Arabic dancing. Here, 
the dancing might be better defined as Arabic dancing in a global context because the case 
study is specifically about Arabic dancing found in western countries and usually performed 
by people who are not Arabic, Muslim or Islamic.
In one sense, the dancing in this case study is a form that ‘belongs’ to Arabic people who live 
in the ‘East’, which appears to have been appropriated by those of ‘us’ who live in the 
‘West’.^  The use of the term ‘non-Arabic’ is intended to signal the specificity of dancing 
found in countries outside the Muslim world. The application of this particular term is also 
intended to resist the binary oppositions implied by dividing the world into them and us. East 
and West, as evident in many populist texts and Internet sites on Arabic dancing. The term 
non-Arabic will hopefully resist these difficult constructs of authentication. My research 
suggests that a framing such as this would allow a reconceptualised understanding of the 
form, where the dancing can be understood to be a recent development that exists in a global 
context rather than specifically in Egypt.
1.4 Northampton as fieldsite
My choice of Northampton as fieldsite is linked to other aspects of my life. I moved to 
Northampton in 1996 to take up a post as dance lecturer at University College Northampton 
and shortly after began my postgraduate research. As is my usual practice whenever I move 
somewhere new, I began to get to know other dance practitioners in the area, trying as 
sociologist Greed says, “to make more sense of both my own personal life and the urban 
environment in which I live” (1990, p. 151). My interest in dance has always been wide and I
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began to realise that it would be difficult to limit this in the interest of academic pursuits. 
There were other considerations in the selection of this fieldsite. I was not interested, nor had 
the funding or personal time, to engage in the study of a group of people in the more 
traditional anthropological sense. I had the responsibility of two small children, a job in an 
institution not previously known for research funding and, most importantly, an interest in the 
dancing I found all around me.
The county I live in, Northamptonshire, is narrow and occupies no clear region (Greenall, 
1979). Even though it is officially located in the East Midlands (according to the Arts Council 
of England and geographers), it is also linked to the South Midlands through its borders to the 
west with Warwickshire and Oxfordshire and to the Eastern Counties with Cambridgeshire 
and Bedfordshire. It is defined as a town, although the town council are currently seeking the 
status of a city {The Northampton Chronicle and Echo, November 22"*^ , 2001, p.4). 
According to the 1991 census, its population stands at close to 200,000. One of the country’s 
central motorway systems, the Ml, runs through the centre of the county and this has helped 
the town build links with London and the South. Under the Strategic Plan for the South East 
in 1970, Northampton was named, along with Milton Keynes and Wellingborough to take 
thousands of people and industries from the overcrowded cities (Greenall, 1979).
The influx of these new people into the county and the governmental intention to increase 
commercial diversification in the county - from the previous dependence on footwear into 
other professions - resulted in flourishing distribution centres based on the proximity and 
accessibility to all parts of the U.K. through the motorway system. Warehousing and public 
administration thrived because companies can reap economic benefits when based outside 
London. These commercial developments were all part of the plan to encourage people to 
move from cities into places such as Northampton.
Between 1961 and 1976 the population had grown by 27% and a further 8% between 1981 
and 1991 (Northamptonshire Census Report, 1991 and Greenall, 1979). Whilst the rest of 
England had seen a decline in population, with a -0.1% decline between 1981 and 1991, 
Northampton was still growing. When public funding was stopped for the development of 
New Towns in the 1970s, Northampton was no longer a development priority. The result of 
the withdrawal of funds meant that by 1981 the population within the town was 157,217, not 
the hoped for 230,000.* Although, near-by, Milton Keynes was to become known as a ‘new 
town’ (Finnegan, 1989), Northampton was not destined for such a reputation. The 
developments did continue, primarily on green belt land, leaving brown belt or
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redevelopment of urban spaces still unfulfilled as people moved further fi-om the cities of 
London and Birmingham for precious green and open spaces. In spite of the withdrawal of 
government funds, by 1991 the population had risen to 177,918, an increase of 13.1% and at 
the beginning of the twenty-first centuiy Northampton is signalled as one of the fastest 
growing towns in Europe {The Northampton Chronicle and Echo, November 22"'*, 2001, p.4).
In these green and open spaces, the people who had recently arrived appeared to continue to 
experience their lives in a way that might be considered to be more ‘urban’ than ‘rural’. They 
did not adopt a new, simpler lifestyle commensurate with a rural environment or community 
(Cohen, 1985, p.28); they continued to engage on a variety of levels with people and 
locations. Even though official governmental agencies divide Northamptonshire into town 
and borough councils, segregating town from village, urban from rural, the experience of 
individual lives belies these divisions created by the governmental administration.
(B)y the second third of this century it became clear, with the spread of the 
motor car, suburbanisation, and the movement of townspeople back into the 
village...this division into town and country, rural and urban, was becoming 
progressively less in accord with social reality. People were living in the 
country and paying lower county rates, but working in the towns and using 
facilities provided by the borough councils.
Greenall, 1979, pp. 116-117
This shift from town to rural dwelling is still visible and the blurring of borders is now an 
integral aspect of the area. The notion of urban and rural relate to the notion of town and 
county. County also symbolises Greenall’s ‘country’. Inhabitants living in villages close to 
the town often work in Northampton. Sometimes terminology is also blurred with 
‘Northampton’ often replacing ‘Northamptonshire’ or vice versa. Many of the villages do not 
have shopping facilities or public services such as medical care and so there is a reliance on 
the area as a whole, including county and town that informs the way in which individuals 
conceptualise these localities. Perhaps the individuals’ conceptualisation of the place they 
live goes beyond the use of facilities and the naming of places as urban or rural. One of the 
themes explored in Section 1.5 is the particular relationship between dance and urban spaces.
1.5 A review of relevant themes emerging from ethnographic studies on dance in 
contemporary urban environments
In this section I will be addressing some of the key theoretical concerns of the thesis through 
an examination of a range of texts where either dance or a particular theme emerges. This 
includes ethnographic studies on dance in contemporary urban environments, dance
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anthropology, sociology and performance studies. The rationale for this is to serve as the 
beginnings of a literature review that weaves through the entire thesis and in order to tease 
out some of the researcher’s concerns regarding a project of this nature. The list of texts and 
authors is indicative of the research available that has informed my critical perspective.
I will discuss the key concerns in the following order. Section 1.5.1: Research on dance as an 
embodied reflexive practice (Thomas, 1996) - this type of work on the experiential has been 
emerging in a variety of disciplines and is developed within this thesis through the 
application of the work of the sociologist, Thomas (1995, 1996, 1997), dance anthropologists 
Famell (1994, 1995, 2000) and Williams (1995) and performance studies specialist, Sklar 
(2000). Section 1.5.2: the relationship between dancing and urban spaces (Hanna, 1979, 1987 
and Thomas, 1997) is explored in some detail in order to look at the assumptions that have 
been made between dance forms and their relationship to urban spaces; this is followed by 
the idea of ‘dancing communities’ (Section 1.5.3) that has been adopted from Spalding and 
Woodside (1994). In Section 1.5.4, I turn my attention to the work of Finnegan (1989) 
because, to the best of my knowledge, there are no research projects in the field of dance 
ethnography that have worked, methodologically, fi'om a general overview to a single case 
study. In this respect I turn to Finnegan for methodological issues and also theoretical 
concerns that emerge from the application of her particular approach. From the examination 
of Finnegan issues surrounding meaning-making emerge, and are developed in Section 1.5.5, 
through an attention to the mythological world of the dancing (Williams, 1992) in order to 
embrace the socio-cultural context of the dancing that includes knowledge in the popular 
memory rather than historical evidence. Section 1.5.6 summarises these themes which are 
then developed throughout the thesis. I return to these issues in the Conclusion to assess the 
theoretical implications in light of the findings of the research and to look forward for the 
potential for future research.
1.5.1 Dancing as embodied refle^dve practice
An examination of academic work on dance in cultural contexts reveals academics working 
across a range of disciplines and has resulted in two trajectories of note: tiie socio-political 
and the kinaesthetic (Sklar, 2000, p.70).^ Many scholars may concentrate on discovering 
theories that allow the body a voice or situate the bodily action of dancing within notions of 
identity and others may be attending to dance as a way of knowing.
II
Dancing, as stated earlier, is a practice that emerges from its socio-cultural context as well as 
a process of both reflexive and performative engagement through the body. This position 
draws from the work of Thomas (1995, 1996, 1997) who has written extensively on dance 
from a sociological perspective. She has a particular commitment to developing a sociology 
of dance through a focus on the experiential nature of dancing within a socio-cultural context. 
It also draws on the work of Famell (1994, 1995, 2000), developed from Varela (1995) and 
applied by North American dance anthropologists such as Williams (1995), who is concerned 
to develop a theoretical and methodological approach that allows the researcher to develop 
mechanisms for recording and representing the dancing in a manner that allows a speaking 
from the body, or a mode of representation that creates something that is the sum of more 
than all the parts. Although Williams and Famell ultimately turn to Laban Movement 
Analysis for the textual representation, their work is significant in that it raises issues about 
representation in a discipline that struggles to keep the dancing central because of its 
ephemeral and visual nature. With these theoretical underpinnings in mind, I will be 
attempting to create a framework for the analysis of this research that is interdisciplinary, 
drawing from sociology, anthropology of dance, dance ethnography and performance studies, 
in order to give prominence to the way in which dancing is never fixed but always in a state 
of becoming and the way in which the embodiment of the practice has the ability to reveal 
something about how individuals and groups of people make meaning in their everyday lives 
that might not be available through, for example, a more traditional sociological analysis 
where issues such as class, power and social structure would be to the fore (Thomas, 1996, 
p.66) or a more traditional dance analysis where the dancing is constructed as a text, as in the 
case of most performance dance, and so becomes fixed as the subject of study. My intention 
is to find a suitable theoretical frame where the action of dancing can be represented beyond 
Cartesian body-mind dualities and find a language that has a resonance in speaking the 
person (Varela, 1995).
Dancing occurs in the body and, as such, can be understood to be embodied action. The 
concept of embodiment emerges from a phenomenological approach where the perception 
and understanding of the world are not simply cognitive but occur within the body or flesh 
(Bullock, 1988, p.264). This appears to be crucial to dance because the body is the primary 
means of communication and the body is not neutral, it is “inscribed in a chain of cultural 
codes and practices” (Thomas, 1996, p.83) in which our subjectivity, our understanding of 
ourselves, is situated. Hastrup, in an attempt to comprehend experience, suggests exploring 
the “bodily locus of agency with a focus not only on the expression or action itself but also its 
motivation” (1995, p.77). This anthropological approach is similar to Thomas’ position in
12
that it links culture and action through the notion of motivation. It is Hastrup’s use of the term 
‘motivated body’ (1995, p.78) that is intended to signal that the body is more than a carrier of 
collective social memory, it is also for social action and cultural transformation. The 
application of this position will allow me to signal those moments when the dancing appears 
to be transformative rather than merely a reflection of the social world from which it 
emerges. The living person, the agent, is the locus for the exploration of culture. In this 
respect I am considering more than a cognitive process, more than a mind, as the determining 
constructs of agency.
Action, however, is ‘deeply enculturated’ according to Hastrup (1995, p.77). Dancing is not 
something that only occurs in the body but requires a concept that accounts for the ‘person’ 
(Varela, 1995), or the ‘motivated body’ (Hastrup, 1995) so the notion of how action is deeply 
enculturated needs careful attention. If I begin to value action, or embodiment, over the 
conceptual then just how dancing and the paraphernalia produced by mass production, for 
example, relate to this seems unclear. Similarly, if I value action over the conceptual, then 
how will the reader understand the relationship between the ethno-aesthetics of the case study 
in relation to ideas in the popular memory becomes problematic. These concerns and others 
will need careful consideration throughout the thesis in order to understand the dancing that 
appears all around us in our everyday lives.
This case study exists within the geographical area where the informants live and travel as 
well as in the virtual spaces of books, on television or on the Internet, on holidays, or in any 
number of other situations. In order to fully understand the case study it will be helpful to 
examine the material that is available in the popular memory. In the shift to exploring the 
Internet, books and videos on Arabic dancing I am concerned that the attention to the action 
of dancing is not lost. In these areas it may be easier to understand the dancing as objects that 
are commodified rather than a real, fleshy bodily action. The term conunodification emerges 
from Cultural Studies and has been employed in the discussions of cultural production, 
requires capitalist forms of organisation as well as, among other aspects, the transformation 
of culture into commodifiable personal property. There may be aspects of the 
commercialisation of culture (Milner, 1994, p.5) that are useful when thinking about dancing 
particularly when examining videos, books and information on the Internet. Usually this 
theoretical approach is applied to objects and may become more problematic when thinking 
about the dancing body. Yet dancing may be something that individuals’ pick up and put 
down much as they might a video or a book. In this sense, dancing could appear to become 
commodified. Perhaps this concept seems intriguing because, in a contemporary urban
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culture, an interest in Arabie, or other forms of dancing, does not necessarily imply any 
deeper link with the form other than a passing interest or leisure pursuit.
Whilst the frame of leisure is not the primary focus of this research it is important to draw the 
reader’s attention to the significant work within this area, such as the work of McRobbie 
(1984), Griffiths (1988) and Thomas (1995). Within this area, particularly women’s leisure, 
there is an attendance to a process that is usually associated with the definition of leisure as a 
category separate to work (Wearing, 1998, p.xi) or, perhaps more usefully, as “personal 
space” (Wearing, 1998, p.xi). As time spent outside a job or career increases so does the 
scholarly interest in leisure (Wearing, 1998, p. 1 ). The concept of leisure is, however, one that 
has been defined in terms of work. Leisure, in this sense, is the opposite of work 
(Abercrombie, et al, 1988, p.415). This is problematic for those who do not or cannot work. 
The concept of leisure is one that is predicated on time, time to pursue something of personal 
choice. Sociologically, there are patterns in leisure that are gender, life-style and class 
specific (Abercrombie, 1988, p.423). The early work of Parsons (1902-79) suggested that 
leisure was mere tension management, thus emphasising the importance of work and the role 
of leisure to ensure fitness for work. Later studies have concentrated more on leisure 
experiences and the meanings these have for those concerned (Wearing, 1998). Our leisure 
choices may also imply a critique of work non-choices. One aspect of this trend is the 
importance of leisure activities in the creation of self-esteem (McRobbie, 1984, Willis, 1990 
and 1996).
An area that may help to span the divide between the objects of mass production and the 
dancing body, or between commodification and embodiment is the study of sub-cultures, 
which emerged from the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies at Birmingham, England 
during the 1960s and 70s, where McRobbie (mentioned above) was a fundamental part of the 
emerging discipline. Another aspect of the work generated was on the importance of the 
artistic life of youth. As the transition from “dependent childhood to independent adulthood 
has...lengthened in modem industrialised societies” (Abercrombie, 1988, p.424) this group 
can be seen as one of leisure rather than work. McRobbie’s (1997) occupation with the world 
of dance provides insight into the value of a sociological approach to this area of study. 
Willis’s (1990 and 1996) work on the cultural activities of young people introduces the 
notion of a “grounded aesthetics” (1990, p.21). ** The use of this term, particularly in the 
early 1990s, was an attempt to recognise and value the activities or practices undertaken by 
youth as an aesthetic concern rather than assuming aesthetics resided in the concept of culture 
on a larger and more cognitive level. In this sense Willis was concerned to explore how
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‘action’ symbolised both the commodification associated with notions of cultural production 
and a more cognitive, and perhaps ideological point, of the aesthetic concerns of a particular 
social sub-section in relation to society as a whole. He employed the term ‘symbolic 
creativity’ to invest the actions with a value that could be assessed outside current perceptions 
of the dominant culture.
This is also the concern of Hebdidge who employed the concept of “bricolage” (1979, 
reprinted 1997) based on the work of Lévi-Strauss, to find an alternate reading for style in 
sub-cultures that allows individuals and groups to have implicitly coherent systems of 
connections that allow them to ‘think’ their own worlds, no matter how outwardly puzzling 
the connections appear (1997, p. 135). The work of Hebdige and Willis provide a useful 
starting point where the notions of ‘bricolage’ and ‘symbolic creativity’ (1990) might be used 
to help frame dancing as a cultural practice that shows characteristics of the commodified 
and, at the same time, does not lose its status as something that cannot exist beyond the body.
Browning, a dancer and Performance Studies academic, in writing to bridge her personal 
divide between theoretical understanding and the experiential ( 1995, p. xviii) also attends to 
similar concerns around the concept of embodiment. She suggests that understanding a dance 
is not a case of accepting previously held definitions of dance from particular traditions: “all 
forms of dance are constantly absorbing influences, old and new” (1995, p.xiii). For 
Browning, writing about dancing, attempting to make the words dance, the book evokes a 
rhythm of the Samba, is a journey of understanding that crosses cultures. She, a white, 
western academic, authors a text evocative of Samba as it appears in New York and Brazil. 
Although gender is not a central theme in the text, her use of Butler (1990) is interesting. 
Butler posits a construction of gender that is mutable rather than fixed.
Whilst it is not my intention to draw heavily on the theories of Butler in this thesis due to the 
needs of the case study, her development of the work anthropologist Mary Douglas provides 
a useful point of reference. In this. Browning suggests that “the construction of stable bodily 
contours relies upon fixed sites of corporeal permeability and impermeability...Those sexual 
practices... reinscribe the boundaries of the body along new cultural lines. (1990, p. 132). In 
other words, the individual has the power through the body to transform social and cultural 
constructions of gender. Browning returns to notions of femaleness and maleness in her later 
work on Arabic dancing found in Brazil (2001). In both these instances. Browning is 
interested in why and how individuals dance their particular notions of maleness and 
femaleness. Her application of Butler allows dancing to be understood as ‘a social
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performative’ (Butler, 1997, p. 160) -  a position similar to my concern with dancing as a 
reflexive performative practice. Butler believes the performative is a powerful part of subject 
formation and political contestation (Butler, 1997, p. 160).
Butler also refers to the performative as a ritual practice and “one of the influential rituals by 
which subjects are formed and reformulated” (Butler, 1997, p. 160). Whilst a deep analysis of 
the performative is beyond the scope of this thesis, I have chosen to extract and explore the 
notion of ritual from this statement because it may provide a frame where the dancing can be 
something more than a bodily commodification.
Before developing this theoretical position further I would like to explore the potential 
relationship between the theoretical positions implied in reflexivity and ritual or more 
particularly, ritualising practices. In Thomas’s account of dancing as a reflexive practice there 
is the suggestion that the action of dancing is more than a reflection of the society from which 
it emerges. The dancer is not neutral but already decided in a cultural sense. If this is the case 
then, as Hastrup says, this “decided body” (1995, p. 77) is imbued with value that must be 
negotiated and then represented. This applies to both researcher and researched. In Chapter 
Two I will turn to the notion of reflexivity in relation to the researcher. This suggests that the 
person who enacts the performative practice of dancing is somehow dancing a particular 
social and cultural historiography. If that is the case in this research then it will be necessary 
to discover what the participants believe to be the history of Arabic dancing, how this 
dancing speaks of their everyday lives and what critical understanding these women have of 
their socio-cultural condition. The conceptual or mythological frame (Williams, 1992) of the 
dancing may provide important clues to a deeper understanding but may not be readily 
available to the researcher due to the complexity of exploring a dance form that appears to 
have no connection to the social, cultural and historical world from which it emerges.
In order to tease out these complexities 1 have chosen to develop the term reflexive 
performative practice into ritualised performative practice. My intention is to draw on the 
theoretical position that suggests that rituals embody ideas and might be assumed to be 
reflexive practices. This is not to suggest that the dancing is not reflexive, it is more an 
attempt to explore the term ‘ritual’ or ‘ritualised’ as a sub-set of reflexivity that will allow the 
dancing person a centrality and voice, or agency, that will speak with clarity and power. 
There are certain aspects of this case study, particularly in respect of the participants concern 
with notions of spirituality, that may allow me to frame the dancing theoretically as a 
performative and creative practice of one group of people that may provide a pathway of
16
personal transformation for the individual and the collective. The term, ‘ritualised 
performative practice’ (Hughes-Freeland and Crain, 1998) is intended to capture something 
of the creative action required by the individual and the collective to perform identity. The 
inclusion of the notion of ritual is not an attempt to place the dancing within the theoretical 
arena of ritual, yet 1 am hopeful that something of the work on ritual practice will highlight 
the relationship between the action of dancing, the political power of that action and the 
cultural framework in which it exists. As Hughes-Freeland suggests in the introduction to her 
edited text Ritual, Performance, Media (1998), ritual is a useful frame in which to consider 
social practices and situations (1998, p.l). As Schechner says, “rituals are memories in 
action, encoded into action” (2002a, p.45). Rituals assist people to overcome difficult 
situations; they can provide a space where people can become selves beyond their everyday 
selves. Rituals do more than express religious or other ideas, although the relationship 
between ritual action and thought is complex (Bell, 1992). Here again, I have selected 
theoretical positions that assume a value in the action (Schechner) and the social (Hughes- 
Freeland). As stated previously, this is an intentional theoretical decision that I hope will 
assist in the construction of my theoretical framework where the attention neither slips from 
the action of dancing or its social and cultural significance.
Throughout the course of the thesis 1 will tell stories of the dancing. These stories, or 
narratives, will attempt to reveal something about how these women believe the dancing 
assists them in their everyday lives. From the ethnographic data it will become evident that 
the dancing for all the participants (and the author) appears to be an action of resistance. It is 
an individual and collective practice that has meanings specific to each individual, each 
group, each moment, each place and space. Within this frame 1 hope there will emerge 
links and bridges between the concept of commodification and embodiment that will be 
created in the analysis of the practice of dancing. To summarise, the process of representing 
the dancing, 1 would agree with Thomas, must contain something of the kinaesthetic effect of 
the particular kind of experience. It must attempt to show the way in which this particular 
experiential practice enables individuals and groups to articulate something about how and 
what the individual has chosen to create as their social and cultural circumstance. These 
representations must also attempt to show something of the socio-cultural circumstance fi-om 
which the particular instance of dancing has emerged. Yet, like Schechner, I am committed to 
the notion of dance as action and so, even when a variety of theoretical positions are 
introduced, my primary concern is with the ethnographic data in both text and video that will 
allow the reader to ‘see’ the dancing.
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1.5.2 Dance and Urban Spaces
Because this project has emerged from an attendance to the location of the dancing rather 
than the dancing in and of itself, it will attempt to counter the presumption that certain forms 
of dancing may be found in certain locations, or the presumption of ‘ownership’. My 
premise, that the potential meanings of the dancing should emerge from the fieldsite, is 
predicated on an attempt to explore the dancing found in any contemporary urban 
environment, rather than seek out specific forms of dancing within this environment. 
Previous dance ethnographies, however, have often embraced an objective social scientific 
analysis where there is an attention to the dancing in a world that is radically different to the 
researcher’s own. The following section looks at texts that have questioned the notion of 
dancing or other ‘grounded aesthetics’ and their urban location.
As Kaeppler (1999) has suggested, studying dancing in an urban space allows instances to 
appear ‘exotic’ or ‘other’ without travelling miles from home. Studying dancing within sub­
cultures or ‘other’ cultures might be the expected approach if you were working within the 
discipline of sociology or anthropology but this is not necessarily the case in dance academia. 
Institutionally dance methodologies and theories of study have located the dance text within a 
particular western theatre dance canon which ‘othered’ many potential and diverse 
occurrences of dancing (Buckland, 1999). 1 would suggest, and apply this premise in this 
research, that there is no predetermined definition of dancing; it is the people who enact the 
dancing who should define it. Similarly, 1 would hope that the researcher’s reflexive 
methodological approach would allow the predetermined concepts of where research might 
be undertaken, if these exist, to be stated and problematised.
In 1979, Hanna wrote, “urban agglomerations...continue to have a significant impact in a 
broader context upon the people within and beyond their boundaries” (reprinted in 1987, 
p. 199). Over twenty years later, the relationship between dancing and these urban areas 
remains unclear. The very nature of the city or urban area appears to resist answers. The city 
is a place of flux, constantly changing its terrain as new buildings, roads, people, activities, 
professions - the list could go on and on - appear and disappear. People come and go, 
participating in various activities at different levels and stages in their lives and for many 
different reasons. Yet, according to Thomas, a “wide range of dance forms and styles...have 
been forged through or may be witnessed on a routine basis in and around our contemporary 
urban landscapes” (1997, p.x).
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Hanna outlines some of the potential areas for research in dance and urban spaces in her 1979 
text (reprinted in 1987) To Dance is Human, suggesting that 1.) dance may exist and prosper 
more in urban than rural environs (1987, p.202); 2.) dance in urban areas may reflect social 
differentiation and interaction (1987, p. 14) and the notion that; 3,) dance will struggle to exist 
if it resists conformity to urban decision makers (1987, p. 222). She examines these three 
areas in detail and provides a basis for early considerations of culturally codified human 
movement as it is found in a densely populated area such as a city. Hanna also suggests that 
people are able to reduce the problems of disjunctive lifestyles through the function of 
dancing. In another scenario, she suggests dancing assists the urban resident in her or his 
socialisation process. Dancing provides an “adaptive vehicle for coping with personal or 
group need” (1987, p.214) and may assist in criticising the urban condition (1987, p.219).
In respect of Hanna’s observations, this thesis attends most specifically to the second and 
third points as I am examining an instance of dancing in relation to a particular context rather 
than comparatively to dance in a rural environment. Significantly, this thesis reveals dancing 
that can be considered socially different and yet thriving within the metropolis.
The previous definitions of both dance and urban appear to frame Hanna’s thinking in a way 
that I am not sure will be helpful for this thesis. Hanna suggests there are many definitions of 
dance but the following is a definition that she intends will take account of cross-cultural 
comparisons.
(D)ance can be usefully conceptualised as human behavior that is purposeful, 
from the dancer’s perspective...is intentionally rhythmical, and has culturally 
pattered sequences of nonverbal body movements other than ordinary motor 
activities, the motion having inherent and aesthetic value. Dance exists in 
three dimensions of space, one of time, and another in the realm of 
imagination.
Hanna, 1988, p.46
Ward (1997) suggests that the meaning of dancing is a “diffused cultural (and therefore 
collective) product” (1997, p. 15) that must be examined for its specificity rather than 
assuming that a dance has a prescribed narrative set of meanings. In social dance meaning 
resides not so much in this or that dance as in the dancing per se (Ward, 1997, pi 9). For the 
purposes of this thesis, I am interested in the notion of dancing, rather than dance, because I 
believe it will allow the research to engage more fully with the reflexive practice that is only 
available through an engagement in the body. This is not to suggest that I believe Hanna’s 
definition to be problematic rather it is intended to clarify a useful difference that appears to
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have emerged within dance studies over the past decade or so and that is the development of 
thinking about the phenomenological experience of dancing rather than a concentration on 
the dance as object or text.
Dance, as 1 have previously stated, is embodied and embodiment is practical, therefore, this 
practice can be seen within an extensive context of interrelationships. Hanna claims that the 
theoretical construction of an urban space should be such that it is non-restrictive - a place 
with a high density of population - with a central theme of inter-relatedness (1987, p.202). 
Individuals can be said to exist in this urban space in relation to other people, objects and 
places. It is not a solitary existence. People are intersubjective, in that they interact with 
others in a variety of ways. In this space. Thrift suggests, dance is one practice that may offer 
an alternative way of being in the world that eludes power. Within this notion of 
intersubjectivity and interrelationships, I am attempting to resist predetermined definitions of 
the urban in the same way that Hanna believes it is imperative that both and urban appear as 
fluctuating concepts. My position in respect of notions of the urban is that the agent is the 
one who has the power to define their notion of the space. As Thrift, a geographer, suggests 
dance offers an alternative and expressive mode of being in the world (1997, p. 125). Butler, 
too, believes the performative, like Thrift’s expressive embodiments, is a powerful part of 
subject formation and political contestation (Butler, 1997, p. 160).
Savigilano (1995), a dance history academic, writing about the Tango, believes the histories 
of many dance forms are complex and difficult to unearth. According to this argument 
influences, both old and new, blur the notion of ownership to dance forms because ownership 
is a complex task that may mask the dancing. “Ethnography can never be convincing 
historiography” (Browning, 1995, p.9), yet if the histoiy that exists in the popular memory is 
not considered then the focus on the dancing body becomes all, losing an important 
dimension where deeper meanings are enshrouded in complex histories. Savigliano’s answer 
is to interweave the history of the tango in the text rather than segment this aspect of the 
research. Her evocative writing style draws attention to the sexual and sensual nature of the 
dancing, the fluidity of the body and the ephemeral nature of the movement by using 
postmodern theories (1995, p.211) in a unique and interesting fashion. This is not the territory 
of cold and alien urban spaces, but a world of passion that refuses postmodern consumer 
consumption. A world where “(e)xotic others laboriously cultivate passionate-ness in order to 
be desired, consumed, and thus recognised in a world increasingly ruled by postmodern 
standards” (1995, p.212). Tango creates what Hanna (1987) referred to as the ability to resist 
urban socialisation and what Thrift (1997) refers to as the way of being in the world that
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eludes power. This is a cultural practice that can move and be taken up by anyone who needs 
it. It is a cultural practice that is not concerned with its location but, like Browning’s (1995) 
samba, its ability to tell a story or to speak of the soul. When the Tango has been transplanted 
by imperialist agenda (Savigliano, 1995, p. 144) and become exoticised, for example, it can 
alter and adapt, creating new meanings, yet it remains a risk to the Imperialists precisely 
because it is a dance of passion and desire that opposes western concepts of moral 
correctness.
Thomas’s (1997) edited collection examines dancing moments of a potentially disparate 
nature that necessarily co-exist within the domain of an urban landscape. Within this text, 
scholars attend to the peculiarities of dance forms that exist in urban spaces. Thomas’s article 
within the book (Thomas and Miller, 1997) concentrates on ballroom dancing. Earlier 
research by Thomas (1993b) focused on young women attending a contemporary dance 
group in London. In both these examples, dancing exists within an urban environment. It is 
not a nascent phenomenon that can be examined from a functionalist perspective to 
understand better how the informant exists within such an unrecognisable territory, such as 
Hanna might imply. As Ward (1997) has suggested, dancing in an urban environment is 
evident, although sometimes hard to find in much the same way as Finnegan (1989) suggests 
musicians in Milton Keynes are ‘hidden’. Dancing, as in the example of Thomas’s work, is 
experiential, ephemeral, difficult to locate, classify, write about and represent yet the 
relationship to the urban landscape is unclear.
What appears to be missing from all these themes is a clarity of focus on specific practices in 
order to create a clear enough theoretical grounding for understanding how dancing in so 
many urban spaces in the world has transformed and found new boundaries, new aesthetics 
and new meaning. Section 2.3.2.2 contains a more detailed discussion of theories of urban 
space. In this thesis, the urban space is the locus for the interaction known as dancing, 
although, I believe there may be deeper meanings in the dancing that might be found only in 
the examination of the relationship between the urban space and the movement and so the 
frames suggested by Thrift, Butler, Browning and Thomas all provide useful starting points 
for the examination of dancing in this thesis.
1.5.3 Dancing Communities
How one person performs in one circumstance may be determined by the individual’s desire 
to convey an impression that they deem appropriate to the circumstance (Goffman, 1959, 
reprinted 1990, p. 16). Indicating that people are not singular, as Goffman does, is another
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way to signal the intersubjective or interrelated nature of individuals. Goffman believes that 
these constructed roles or identities are based on our experiences within our culture. The 
person will create or inhabit certain roles (Goffman, 1990, p. 145) that will vaiy from 
circumstance to circumstance. Indeed, Cohen suggests that individuals’ lives are becoming 
more specialised, led on different levels and in different locations. To ‘know someone’ in a 
‘whole’ sense as was attributed to rural communities may be anathema to modernity (Cohen, 
1985, pp.22-23). According to this view, identities are made or constructed and so are 
communities in much the same way the previous section attempted to clarify a position that 
would allow both dancing and urban to be carefully viewed and defined by the parameters of 
this particular project.
As Jackson postulates, [cjultures are not simply systems of meaning and value carried around 
in the head” (1989, p ll), they are made visible in social organisations and relations. In this 
sense, identities of all sorts may appear to shift and mutate through each of our lives. To 
examine the relationship between a particular instance of dancing and the construction of 
identity may give rise to questions about how and in what way the dancing ‘belongs’ in a 
given circumstance. Each time an individual or a group enacts the dancing, particularly when 
that dancing has previously been labelled as ‘belonging’ to another cultural group, the action 
will have particular meanings for that individual and the group. In this particular research, as 
1 have previously stated, the participants who dance are not Arabic and so I must look for 
clues about this process of meaning making beyond previously established links between the 
dancing and the place of its origin. Perhaps it is possible that the dancing means many 
different things depending on who is enacting the dancing, although this would require a 
comparative study which is beyond the remit of this thesis. 1 will explore what significances 
the dancing has for individuals in this case study and explore how they relate to others’ in the 
group or for the entire group. The embodied action of dancing becomes significant in the 
relationships between the individual and the larger group, or in constructing notions of 
community. Cohen reminds us of the inherent link between the self and notions of society.
1 think of society and the self as dancing an improvised pas de deux: each 
tries to cover the moves of the other; sometimes they merge, at others they 
separate. Their combination may be harmonious; or it may be awkward in the 
extreme.
1994, p.71
Cohen is searching for an alternative anthropology of identity. Of course, his focus is on the 
relationship between the self and culture or society. In order to allow the development and
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understanding of a particular context with the specifics of dancing action embodied by 
individuals and groups of people 1 have chosen to define these groups as dancing 
communities (Spalding and Woodside, 1995, p.7) developed from Tyler’s notion of a flexible 
and fluid concept (Spalding and Woodside, 1995, p.7) and similar to Cohen’s (1985) concept 
of community in that it can travel with the participant as they need it, is not fixed to a place or 
time and can alter over time as needed by the individual and the group primarily because of 
the relationship between the dancing and notions of belonging or place. These dancing 
communities under scrutiny may not be the same as the community of, say. Formula One 
racing drivers although some informants may belong to both communities and many others 
besides. Similarly, the dancing community may not bear any resemblance to an Arabic 
dancing community found in Cairo and yet 1 cannot know this until the research is complete 
and the case study intact. I believe that only then would a comparative study be a useful 
development in this area of research. In this way, the concept of community has been 
particularly constructed to take account of the locations and levels the individual traverses.
1.5.4 ‘Hidden*: the key text by Ruth Finnegan
A text that has provided useful methodological approaches as well as theoretical models is 
Finnegan’s The Hidden Musicians (1989). Finnegan, a professor in Comparative Social 
Institutions, sets out to find music practice in contemporary Milton Keynes, England through 
an overview survey and a more detailed etlmographic study of three cases. Introducing the 
notion that musical practice is an invisible or metaphoric ‘pathway’ created by individuals, 
she proposes that these pathways enable people to traverse the urban spaces of the city.
Finnegan defines participants’ “shared and purposive collections actions” (Finnegan, 1989, 
p.305) as musical pathways that provide an interaction that may lead to the concept of 
community and in this regard links interestingly with the notions of dancing community 
introduced in the previous section. The community is created by the symbolic action of music 
making by individuals who have traversed their particular pathways in order to come together 
at a particular moment in time. This allows value to be placed on the practice or action of 
music making that links people together. This may be more in keeping with what the 
individuals and groups of individuals regard as significant features in their living conditions. 
Many people, for example, listen to popular music across class, gender, age and ethnic 
boundaries in particular communities which may not be fixed or permanent in that they are 
made for each instance of music making. The symbolic expression of these boundaries may 
operate to heighten an awareness of and sensitivity to, the community (Cohen, 1985, p.50).
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Individuals select identity markers, or pathways, which create invisible structures through 
which people choose to conduct their lives (Finnegan, 1989, p.307). These leisure pursuits 
are, in fact, much more than a simple pastime. According to Finnegan, musical practice might 
be more significant to the construction of identity than other more traditional identity markers 
such as gender, race or class. Pastimes or pursuits once considered beyond the realms of 
academic study and potentially outside the recognised structures of society or dominant 
culture mark an individual as being of a particular kind and assist in making a specific kind of 
mark on the society in which they live.
Finnegan states clearly that her application of this particular model considers only the live 
musical practices evident in Milton Keynes. Her lack of any specific definition or particular 
construction of music (Frith, 1998) and the individual at a local level, however, results in the 
notion of a place becoming problematised at the expense of the music or embodied musical 
practice. In this sense, Finnegan’s attention to a particular social scientific analysis of culture 
prevents a densely theorised construction of the concept of music, however, her introduction 
to the term pathway plus her particular methodological approach have significantly informed 
this research.
1.5.5 Dance and the imagination or mythological
Williams (1992) tells us that dancing can be examined in six clear categories because a dance 
is a ‘finite event’ that occurs in time and space . I t  is the conceptual space or mythological 
time that can be so fundamentally different in different peoples (Williams, 1992, p. 132). 
Williams gives an example - she says most English-speaking people conceive of the future as 
in front of them and the past behind them. A student replied to her that he did not think like 
that, for him, it was as if he stood still and the future moved toward him, around him rather 
than, as Williams was explaining, the person moving toward the future. Whilst this is a most 
profound problem in cross-cultural analyses in dance, 1 wonder if it is the case on a more 
local level. Could I be in danger of assuming, ethnographically speaking, that my conceptual 
time and mythological space of dancing are the same as all the people 1 will meet simply 
because there are similar language patterns or cultural codes? With this in mind, I believe it 
may be necessaiy to find frames of reference that emerge from the participants that will 
provide structures for the examination of the mythological world of their dancing.
Finnegan uses the term ‘pathway’ metaphorically, as it helps the reader understand how 
individuals traverse the space of the city (1989, p.305). It may also seek to include something 
of this conceptualising process 1 am suggesting. In Finnegan’s book (1989) it is not the sense
24
of community enacted in the practice of music-making, it is the individual’s practice 
metaphorically operating like the Yellow Brick Road for Dorothy in the Wizard o f Oz that 
enables that individual to move through the urban space. These pathways are kept open 
through musical action and are the “structuring of people’s spatial and temporal experience” 
(1989, p.317).
Although the term ‘pathway’ is employed when referring to the way in which an individual 
discovers the dancing, I will explore other terms for their applicability. Perhaps the term 
‘network’ (York, 1995, p.40) would operate on a wider scale where both action (the dancing) 
and objects (books or videos about dancing) can collide with the mythological and conceptual 
worlds of the dancing. Another distinction between the two terms is that a path can be 
visualised as something people walk upon or participate in; in this sense, it is a useful way to 
acknowledge the experiential. Networks are often not peopled, such as computer networks, or 
the Arabic dance network. They are both useful terms that can be employed metaphorically to 
enable the reader to visualise the process of engaging with the mythological world of Arabic 
dancing. In Chapter Eight I return to the notion of ‘networks’ to look to developing this 
concept further as embodied networks of dancing.
The significance of these terms lies in their applicability to this case study, in particular, to 
provide a framework where both the mythological and the physical or lived space and time 
can co-exist. 1 am looking for a frame where there is a possibility for the experiential to be of 
value whilst acknowledging the cognitive processes and systems inherent in the process of 
engagement with the physical action of dancing. Arabic dancing, for example, or any form of 
dancing is understood through a variety of experiences from dancing in workshops in new 
locations, a weekly dance class, an annual performance or a night out at the disco. In these 
scenarios, I am trying to incorporate the embodiment, the cultural production of commodities 
and the conceptual or mythological world that might be at work in the meaning making 
action of the dancing. This approach necessitates the inclusion of the activities and source 
material relevant to the participants as well as the dance form. All these aspects must be 
examined for the deeper meanings in order to understand how these networks operate for the 
individual and the dancing community. If we assume that these aspects of the case study exist 
on more than the physical level, say on the metaphysical level, then it may be possible to 
understand how the networks operate within any given social situation. **
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1.5.6 Summing up themes and areas of interest
There are other networks and pathways in operation in the thesis, such as the relationship 
between the researcher and the participants; also between and amongst the dancing, the use of 
video, the other methodological tools, the researcher and the subsequent representations in 
both video and text. This concept of network usefully structures the many facets of this 
research, the many facets of the writing and video in a way that, I hope, will provide 
possibilities rather than singular meanings and foci. There are, however, possible implications 
that the term network could be conflated with ‘discourse’ and allow a more cognitive 
positioning than 1 would consider useful. On the other hand, this work can be seen to exist 
within a postmodern frame of discourse where multiple narratives are in operation 
simultaneously in order to give the reader a more intense, yet layered more like an onion, 
focus on a singular instance or experience.^*
This section has looked at the experiments in representation introduced by Browning and 
Savigliano, the interest in finding alternate means of understanding a phenomenon that has a 
complex and unknowable outward appearance from Willis, Hebdige and McRobbie and those 
scholars who have been working in the area where practice is given value and significance 
such as Famell, Williams, Hanna, Thomas, Schechner and Willis. In this study, the focus on a 
group of people who enact a dance form that has no outward cultural connection is assisted 
by the approach undertaken by Willis, Hebdige, McRobbie, Browning and Savigliano. The 
need to discover a methodology and system of representation that resonates the atmospheres 
and attitudes of the dancing can be assisted by the work of Browning and Savigliano. The 
reconceptualisation of a dance form that appears to have transformed and shifted its meanings 
is also assisted by the work of Browning, Savigliano and Thomas. Whilst I am aware of the 
dangers of grafting theoretical concerns fi-om other disciplines onto dance studies, I believe 
that these are the combination of theoretical approaches necessary to provide a suitable 
framework for this case study, because, as yet, there are too few models for the analysis of 
dance in contemporary urban environments.
1.6 Bringing Northampton’s dancing into focus
In this section I will introduce the contextual information on the dancing in Northampton by 
beginning to allude to the overview survey on dancing in Northampton in order to locate that 
dancing within a larger cultural context of dancing in England at the beginning of the twenty- 
first century. Necessarily the history of dancing in this study is contemporary, sourced by
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information from current dance institutions, individuals and groups of people involved in the 
world of dancing."*
In Northampton there is a preponderance of private dancing schools offering classes that 
support this dominant cultural image of dance: ballet, modem and tap classes for children. A 
search through the telephone directory or local paper of any similar sized town will reveal a 
similar picture: a range of privately owned dancing schools offering ballet, modem, tap, folk 
or national dance, a small number of contemporary or modem dance classes and privately run 
classes in South Asian, Afro-Caribbean, Polish, Irish, Line, Ceroc, Ballroom, Latin, Swing, 
Jive, Disco and Intemational Folk dancing. Many of the dance classes on offer teach forms 
that do not originate in England. Ceroc, for example, the French version of Rock and Roll; 
Salsa, taken from a variety of Latin based forms from Brazil to Europe and Line Dancing, 
based on the country and westem dancing developed in North America. Each of these forms 
has been fundamentally altered for the needs of English clientele. The codification of 
improvised movement vocabularies delivered in a particular teaching format has resulted in 
alterations to the aesthetic qualities of the form. Organisations such as The Imperial Society 
for Teachers of Dancing determine what aspects of the vocabulary are suitable and which 
should be omitted.
In some larger cities there are infrastmctures committed to “innovation in the art form and 
strength(ing) the role o f dance in society” (Arts Council of England, 1993), although there 
are no similar organisations in Northampton or many other towns of a similar size. In 1993, 
The Arts Council Sponsored Year o f Dance created an explosion of dance activity in 
Northamptonshire. There was no developmental work undertaken after this initial flurry of 
dance activity and so, in 1995, the Northamptonshire Dance Development Consultancy 
Report (Jamieson, 1995) was commissioned “due to a distinct lack of dance activity in 
Northamptonshire” (1995, p.l). This report was commissioned by the County Council in 
order to facilitate forward planning. The report included one major recommendation: appoint 
a full time dance development officer. The report went unheeded until 1997 when a part time 
temporary dance worker was employed. Since that time the post has been extended, although 
not to full-time, and is currently co-funded by Northamptonshire County Council and East 
Midlands Arts.
Other aspects of the report were ignored such as the recommendation that the dance worker 
should have previous experience and experience of non-European dance forms. The difficult 
task of establishing community dance within the county and the changing face of the
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community to embrace the multi-cultural were given as the reasons for these criteria. In most 
areas of the country, community dance had already begun to diversity beyond the concepts of 
westem theatre dance to embrace South Asian, African peoples’ dance, Arabic, and many 
social forms of dancing. The funded dance sector in Northampton still provides European 
and high art forms of dance to its inhabitants and those interested in non-European forms 
sustain themselves without support from government funds. They flourish even though they 
tend not to have a high profile within the picture of Northamptonshire ‘arts’.
Although there may be a preponderance of private dancing institutions offering traditional 
forms of dance to primarily middle class children, the reality in Northampton, according to 
the overview research, is that the vast numbers of people dancing are doing so on a social 
basis. According to the overview survey conducted for this thesis, almost three times as many 
people dance socially than attend classes or workshops on an educational basis. Section
2.2.2.1 reveals the findings from the overview survey. In England, there are government- 
funded organisations for dance that operate alongside private, higher and vocational 
education infrastructures.^^ These systems operate within the world of performing, training 
and education. One such organisation, the National Dance Agency (NDA), has the 
responsibility for supporting artists and encouraging dance audiences and participants. Such 
institutions also have, as do local government authorities, a funding system of grants for 
artists making creative work and workers whose job it is to develop dance activity on a local 
geographical basis.
Within this national infrastructure for dance, the NDA for the East Midlands region including 
Northamptonshire is ‘Dance 4’. It aims to
bring together diverse dance interests. They provide creative and employment 
opportunities for artists, vital first steps for the artists of tomorrow and 
encourage informed and enquiring dance audiences and participants. A 
dynamic relationship between artists, audiences and participants is good for 
dance. It encourages innovation in the art form and strengthens the role of 
dance in society.
National Dance Agencies, Arts Council of
England, 1993
Although these NDAs are designed to provide dance activity and support for professional 
dance artists in a region, they are invariably held by their building base and are often limited 
in their provision across a large geographical area. Northamptonshire, for example, is 
theoretically within an area covered by the NDA Dance 4 but many of the activities and
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performances sponsored by Dance 4 are inaccessible to dance practitioners or interested 
parties in Northamptonshire.
Dance in Northampton is invisible in many respects. There are a number of institutions 
offering dance classes or workshops and these are usually in European and high art forms. 
Other groups with no institutional affiliations survive through a committed membership and 
the preponderance of people appear to participate either in forms that uphold dominant 
culture views of who can dance or they dance for social purposes thus escaping these 
associated perceptions of the dancerly body.
This contemporary history contains vestiges of the culture’s value systems. Such value 
systems or perceptions guide and determine notions of who can dance and how they dance. 
These perceptions are dependent on the role dance plays within a particular society and whilst 
this is beyond the remit of this thesis it is also imperative that the reader is made aware of the 
implications of these perceptions about dancing. Instances of dancing in a theatrical context, 
for example, may often draw upon social codes and conventions to create an ideal 
representation of that society’s construct of gender. These images will often reinforce 
stereotypes, particularly of women, and this will affect our perception of women in dance 
(Adair, 1992, p.69). From the overview research, it would appear that most people in 
Northampton have a particular view of what it is to be a ‘dancer’ in a performance context 
that is not dissimilar to Adair’s position.^" Usually this is a woman who is young, tall but 
with a short torso, long and loose limbs and, quite possibly, her long straight hair scraped 
tightly back to the nape of her neck in a ‘bun’. This female body is not the norm for women 
of Northampton and is probably more in keeping with images of women in fashion 
magazines or on the catwalks. This image of the female body is also imbued with cultural 
assumptions about what it is to be a woman in society today.
1.7 Chapter Contents
Part 1: Unveiling the dancing landscape of Northampton
Chapter One introduces the initial research aim: to uncover dancing in Northampton, 
England and the rationale for this project. The two videos accompanying the text are 
introduced in order to further develop the methodological implications of this type of work 
later in the thesis. A historical picture of Northampton is given and the researcher’s location 
within this urban place is discussed using a theoretical frame of postmodern geography. 
Following this, texts that have explored the notion of dance in urban landscapes plus other 
texts that usefully help to examine dance as a reflexive performative practice, and then further
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into a ritualised performative practice, are introduced (most significantly Thomas, Schechner, 
Willis, Williams and Hughes-Freeland); as is the seminal work of Ruth Finnegan (1989), a 
key text that focuses on music practices. Perceptions of dancing in Northampton are 
introduced and the case study is briefly introduced.
Chapter Two details the research methodology employed during the fieldwork (1997-2001). 
The work is primarily ethnographic in nature employing a variety of qualitative and 
quantitative techniques from survey and questionnaires to participant observation, video 
ethnography and an analysis of material in populist texts. Moving the reader from the general 
to the specific, the author develops the aim to uncover dancing in Northampton to the more 
directed approach of exploring in detail one instance of dancing. The reader is drawn toward 
many examples within the videos Going for it! (Mulchrone, 1998) and Shimmies and Veils 
(Mulchrone, 1999) in order to highlight the use of the video in relation to the research 
methodology.
Part II: Arabic dancing unveiled
Chapter Three reviews the academic literature available on Arabic dancing, followed by a 
detailed assessment of the populist sources and networks available to the Arabic dancer in 
England. From these sources, the evident themes - seeking authentication or constructing an 
Arabic dance history and the relationship between this dancing and notions of femininity and 
spirituality - are scrutinized. The chapter concludes by suggesting that the link between 
femininity and spirituality found in these texts and videos on Arabic dancing should be 
explored within the case study to discover if these are similar or if alternative mythological 
frameworks exist.
Chapter Four begins with an overview of Arabic dancing in a non-Arabic context and then 
follows with an introduction to the case study, Haraam. Ethnographic detail includes; key 
members, group dynamics, key principles of the form, examples of costume and music for 
the dance. The chapter concludes with five examples of typical performance events: a typical 
class, choreography in the class, a class party evening, a troupe rehearsal evening and a 
troupe and class public performance. Again, the reader’s attention is drawn to the video 
Shimmies and Veils in Middle England (Mulchrone, 1999) and the following Section, 
Dancing Contexts, which contains five unedited extracts, in order to assist the analysis of the 
dancing. The chapter concludes by discussing Scheduler’s ‘Infinity Loop’ (1977) as a 
potential tool for understanding how the aesthetics of the participants’ appear to shift 
depending on their performance environment.
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Chapter Five discusses in detail issues emerging in Chapter Four. These include: how the 
aesthetic is transmitted, costume as an aesthetic symbol, choreographies that contain a hidden 
hierarchy and the secret agenda applied to recruiting new troupe members. The chapter 
establishes the criteria for the group’s particular aesthetic concerns, reveals a similar set of 
interests or concerns as found in the populist texts and establishes the ethnographic detail 
required for the following chapter’s attendance to the themes of femininity and spirituality as 
evident in both this case study and the populist texts.
Chapter Six works directly from the interview material, participant observation and film 
footage obtained during the field process to deepen the information introduced in Chapter 
Five. In this way the voices of the informants clarify the deeper meanings found in the 
dancing. The women talk about the idea that the action or movement of this dancing contains 
elements that are applicable to all women and to the belief that this dancing is ‘essential’ for 
all women. Each example is discussed in relation to the populist and academic texts with 
theoretical support from gender and sexuality studies to reveal a very particular cultural 
construct of ‘woman’ and ‘femininity’. The concept of a ‘ritualised performative practice’ 
(Hughes-Freeland and Crain, 1998) is introduced in respect of the transformative potential of 
the dancing that many of the participants discuss. The solidarity of the group is framed as a 
dancing community and the analogy between this ‘essential’ woman and the notion of dance 
as both essential and universal is introduced and developed. Issues of the ‘gaze’ and ‘display’ 
arise, although these issues are beyond the theoretical scope of this thesis, when Schechner’s 
‘Infinity Loop’ (1977) is applied to assess the role of the spectator.
Chapter Seven, again, works directly from interview material, participant observation and 
film footage obtained during the fieldwork process. It is a development from Chapter Five 
and Six, in that it examines the deeper meanings held in the dance. The spiritual nature of the 
dancing, or conceptual space and mythological time, is related to the populist texts exposing 
the participants’ belief that this dancing will bring spiritual enlightenment to any woman who 
participates. The work of Hutton (1999) is examined in depth to give the reader a detailed 
understanding of paganism and the new age phenomenon evident within English society in 
recent years. The spiritual nature of the dancing is jframed drawing on the work of Rees 
(1995) on personal myth-making in order to both link these women’s notion of spirituality to 
the work in Chapter Three but also to differentiate their mythological framework as 
individual to this dancing community. These spiritual dimensions to the dancing world are
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then aligned to the earlier notion of a ritualised performative practice in order to develop this 
in Chapter Eight.
Chapter Eight concludes the analysis by drawing together the theoretical issues surrounding 
dance as ritualised performative practice with the particular mythological frameworks 
established by the troupe in order to place the case study within this new frame of embodied 
networks of dancing. Within this the concepts of ritualised performative practices (Hughes- 
Freeland and Crain, 1998) and communitas (Turner, 1969) are applied to several instances of 
dancing. This attempts to take account of the problematic historical constructions whilst 
allowing the power of both the dancing individual and the community to emerge. The 
analysis attempts to see the dancing through the participants’ eyes in revealing how 
supposedly historical meanings are made when there appears to be no correlation between the 
dancing and the participants’ cultural history.
Chapter Nine concludes the thesis by returning to the initial research imperatives in an 
attempt to explore how this case study relates to wider understandings of dance within both 
dance studies and dance ethnography. This includes a summary of the issues discussed 
throughout the thesis, such as the use of the term ‘ritualised performative practice’, 
relationship between form and place, authenticity and the implications of the use of the term 
‘networks’. This gives way to a reminder that these stories have been constructed by the 
author in an attempt to allow the reader to understand some of the implications of people who 
participate in dance forms not considered to be ‘their own’. The thesis draws to a close by 
asserting that this case study is perhaps indicative of dancing in urban environments although 
more comparative research would be needed to justify such an assertion.
1.8 Conclusion
This study is based on participant observation in the field and so the conceptualisation of the 
dancing of each participant and the resultant group requires me to learn the rules of the 
socially coded movement for particular actions occurring in a specific place and time. If we 
accept that “human bodily movement is performed by meaning-making agents that possess a 
hierarchy of powers and capacities that are specifically human” (Famell, 1995, p. 10) then the 
role of the researcher will be to represent that case study, or instance of dancing, in a manner 
appropriate to the participants’ social codes and conventions. It is the responsibility of the 
author to attend to the notion of the “agency of production” (Buckland, 1999, p.3) - the idea 
that people make dances -  and 1 will attempt to do this, as I have repeated throughout this 
Introduction, by keeping human interaction as my central focus.
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It is my hope that by the time you have finished reading this thesis and watching the video, 
the identities of several women will have been constructed through the application of a 
number of theoretical and methodological applications and the ethnographic detail of 
instances of seven dancing women. I have drawn from a range of disciplines beyond dance 
academia: feminism, anthropology, sociology, geography, visual culture, visual
anthropology, performance studies and cultural studies in order to create a discourse that 
allows the dancing centrality and yet resists shifting into an alternate discipline. This is a 
difficult task that requires me to draw intelligently fi-om those disciplines, resisting a ‘pick ‘n 
mix’ approach, whilst allowing the issue of representation to be considered in relation to the 
role of the researcher within the research environment. '^  ^In this sense the author’s intention is 
to create representations in both video and text that speak/dance to the reader with some 
authority about both the dancing and its wider socio-cultural implications.
Endnotes for Chapter One
’ A detailed discussion about Arabic dancing within a westem theoretical framework is explored in depth in Chapter 
Three.
 ^The role o f self-reflexivity is available in Chapter Two.
 ^See Sparshott (1995), Thomas (1997), pp.x-xi and and Ward (1997).
'* I am also indebted to Thrift who spoke about the phenomenon o f the hidden dancers at the conference, ‘Dance in the 
City’, held at the Institute o f  Contemporary Arts, London in 1998.
 ^ This paragraph is intended to introduce the reader to the kinds o f dancing that were uncovered before going into the 
greater detail o f the results o f  the overview survey as is found in Chapter Two.
 ^The work o f dance anthropologists, ethnologists and sociologists has been particularly important for methodological 
concerns. See, for example, Williams (1991), (1992), (1995), (1997), (2000); Williams and Famell (1997); Famell 
(1994), (1995); Hanna (1979), (1979, reprinted 1987), (1988); Kaeppler (1978), (1993), (1994), (1999); 
Kealiinohomoku (1976), (1983), (1989); as well as dance ethnologist Buckland (1986), (1988), (1994), (1999) and 
sociologist Thomas (1993a), (1995), (1997). The work o f  Sklar (1991a) (1991b), (2000), (2001) which comes from 
a Performance Studies discipline and might be said to represent the beginnings o f  dance ethnography as I have 
employed it here is also significant. Other examples o f this work are Savigliano (1995) and Browning (1995), 
(2001) which have given me inspiration for a particular style o f writing relevant for the representation o f  dancing.
’ A more detailed discussion o f the implications o f Said’s Orientalism (1975) is introduced in Chapter Three.
* According to the Treasury funded Strategic Plan (Greenall, 1979)
 ^For an extended discussion o f the histoiy o f  dance ethnography see Reed (1998) and Sklar (2000).
See Chapter Three.
" Both texts. Common Culture and Moving Culture were originally published in 1990. Moving Culture was out o f  
print until 1996 when a 2"'* edition was published. This is the edition used throughout the thesis.
A  detailed account o f  the use o f the term reflexivity can be found in Chapter Two.
Thrift (1997) suggests that dance is a practice that is expressive; it is not simply a surface upon which society 
inscribes itself. As such practices such as dance have the power to be be resistant.
" In Europe, ethnochoreologists concentrated on the location and collation o f  their ‘folk’ dances for preservation. 
This necessitated an objective approach that has since begun to alter (Giurchescu,1999). Often the dancing in these 
instances was clearly signalled as a local, regional or national identity marker (see Giurchescu, Felfoldi and Bakka
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in Buckland, 1999) as well as most o f  the research emanating from the Eastern European traditions as found in 
publications by the Study Group on Ethnochoreology o f the Intemational Council on Traditional Music). In North 
America, dance anthropologists continue to study dancing in order to understand the society in which the dancing 
occurs (Kaeppler, 2000). This might be in another place or it might be that the world o f  ballet is as alien to the 
researcher as the dancing in another country (Williams, 1999).
Important studies on dance from North America and Britain have focused on traditional English ceremonial dance 
(Buckland, 1988), ballroom (Penny, 1998; Thomas, 1997), rave (Gore, 1995), contemporary theatre art dance for 
youth (Thomas, 1993b), contra (Hast, 1993), and square (Spalding, 1994). These studies all provide the “detail o f  
the interactions between people in everyday life” (May, 1993, p.39). Others, such as the work o f  Ness (1992), and 
Thomas (1997), have concentrated on issues o f  gender within the dancing or dance event.
See also Spalding (1994) for a further application o f the term dancing community.
The six categories are as follows: 1. the physical space, 2. the lived time, 3. the social space, 4. the social time, 5. 
the conceptual space, 6. the mythological time (Williams, 1992).
** See Chapter Seven and Eight for detailed exploration o f  the mythological or spiritual world o f  the dancing.
The idea o f the layers o f an onion is significant because, once the layers o f  an onion have been peeled away there is 
no centre; there are only the layers. I am suggesting, therefore, that there may be no one answer or central theme 
throughout this case study, more a number o f  layers that can be examined for themselves or put back together to 
create multiple meanings.
Readily available historical material o f  people dancing in Northampton is scarce beyond snapshots in a folk text 
(Grimes, 1995). Grimes lists dances collected by Sylvia Thursfield from Cranfield English Folkdance and Song 
Society in Northamptonshire. There is no mention o f  other forms o f  dancing such as might be found in music halls 
or even the twentieth century arrival o f  Morris dancing which was part o f a national folk revival and continues with 
strong support today. This lack o f  historical information does not necessarily mean there was little dancing in 
Northampton. It merely highlights that particular histories o f  dance were written by the literate and leisured and 
reflected what was o f interest to them.
The government funds the Arts Council o f  England as well as regional Arts Boards. This is the primary source o f  
funding for many independent contemporary dance artists in England. There is also Lottery funding available. The 
private sector comprises the local dancing schools where the majority o f  young people learn to do ballet, tap, 
modem, national dance and very occasionally contemporary dance. Dance also exists within the Higher and 
Further Education sector where it can be studied theoretically as well as practically. These courses vary in style and 
content but do not usually provide ‘conservatoire’ type training; this is reserved for the independent sector where 
young people with the finance available are able to train in a variety o f forms o f dance, music and drama in 
preparation for mainstream theatre such as musical theatre.
Examples o f the types o f  dancing currently being supported range from ballet, contemporary dance for children, to 
Capoeira (a Brazilian martial art). Salsa and Arab-Egyptian dance. These examples are taken from a current 
brochure (2000) produced by Dance 4 for its summer programme o f works known as Summer Blitz. During this 
time workshops and classes are offered as ‘taster’ sessions all over the county o f  Nottinghamshire in an attempt to 
introduce dance to as many people as possible. The brochure says “try out something new or gain more in-depth 
skills with over twenty five different dance styles to choose from, ranging from Charleston and Capoeira to Ceroc” 
(Bardgett, 2000).
Adair (1992) attempts to address many o f  the westem perceptions of dance, dancers and dancing in North 
American and European society from a feminist perspective. In Chapter One she discusses the body as the 
instrument o f the dancer which is socially constructed, perceived within a larger social realm as ‘female’ and thus 
inferior to male. Interestingly for this research, she provides the reader with a brief histoiy I which she comments 
on the ideology, production o f  dance, training and economics attached to the world o f  dancing, particularly in 
England, although she discusses the ‘world o f  dance’ in terms that are more general.
Hastrup discusses the role o f  the anthropologist, or the author, in several o f her works. See 1992a, 1992b, 1995 and 
1998.
34
Chapter Two: Methodology and Research Techniques
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2.1 Introduction
This chapter introduces the methodological approach designed explicitly for this project. An 
introduction to the techniques employed is preceded by a discussion about the tension 
between the general overview approach and the disclosure of particular instances of dancing. 
Moving on to the theoretical implications inherent in such an approach, the chapter then 
concludes by specifying the research methodology developed for the focus on one case study 
chosen from the general field.
Finnegan (1989) employed a methodology, or “logic-in-use” (Rollwagen, 1988, p.313), that 
enabled her to uncover local people practising amateur music making. Her aim, to use their 
musical practice as a tool to assess the relationship between identity and urban culture, called 
for the application of quantitative research techniques plus participant observation.* Her 
approach is social scientific with its emphasis on the objective presentation of data. Examples 
of musical practice are offered in an interesting and discursive manner with detailed case 
studies in three instances primarily focused on the musical moments she has unearthed and 
cultivated in relation to notions of urban culture. There is no concern to reveal the problems 
of digging out other moments she may have missed, or ignored for theoretical reasons not 
revealed. In other words, the process of selecting these case studies from a large general field 
is not revealed or explained methodologically.
If dancing is potentially ‘invisible’, a concept introduced in Chapter One, then a methodology 
for this study needs to be developed to prevent the additional cloak of objective scientific 
representation. I f ‘being in the field’ (Rabinow, 1977, p. 11) is not a pre-determined concept 
but one that involves attention to all potential moments regardless of any pre-determined 
knowledge about dance events, then the process of constructing the field needs explanation.^ 
The accidental occurrences, or chance meetings, that may provide the researcher with the 
greatest data also reveal the role the researcher plays in the creation of her fieldsite.^ From all 
these ‘messy’ moments, the researcher must reveal the implications surrounding decisions 
about how and why she has chosen to construct particular case studies.'* The methodologies 
here embrace a ‘reflexive’ approach in an attempt to highlight issues surrounding selection, 
visibility, authorship and representation.^ The implications of these theoretical concerns are 
discussed in Section 2.4.
Further alterations to the Finnegan model, necessary in order to focus on dancing, are video 
recording during the fieldwork process, the subsequent inclusion of two ethnographic videos 
and five long unedited sections of video material showing the contexts described in Chapter
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Four. This is an appropriate development from Finnegan’s use of audio recording as dancing 
is primarily a visual medium compared to the aural nature of music. The video, however, 
operating as a research tool during the fieldwork process, is developed beyond this aide 
mémoire by seeking out the potential of the medium to capture both the aural and visual 
through the application of different aesthetic and narrative choices in each video example. By 
searching for an appropriate language, both textually and visually, the researcher seeks to 
represent the informants in a particular format that moves beyond the constraints of the 
written word.^
In brief, this study included: a survey of dance practice in Northampton, visits to dance 
locations, interviews, informal discussions, questionnaires, video recording and participant 
observation. The overview of dance practice involved a telephone survey to public and 
private venues and a postal survey to all schools, colleges and universities. Interviews were 
conducted with recognised dance leaders in the area. Additional interviews and visits to a 
variety of venues were undertaken to verify information gathered in the survey. Participant 
observation, interviews, questionnaires, informal discussions and video recording were 
applied to two case studies (one during the overview stage and one following). This chapter 
examines the research generated from the overview stage and the practical and theoretical 
difficulties of selecting the case studies. Working from the general to the specific will allow 
the reader to understand the overall development of the project.
2.2 Uncovering Dancing in Northampton
This section develops the themes from Finnegan’s approach introduced in the Introduction 
particularly the methodological concerns inherent in her approach and the application of these 
tools to the site of Northampton. This research is presented as a much more messy affair than 
in the Finnegan text, precisely so the reader can begin to see the particular developments 
required in this thesis. The section concludes by establishing an overview of dancing in 
Northampton and signalling the direction for developing this scant picture of Northampton’s 
dancing landscape.
2.2.1 The Finnegan approach
For Finnegan the concept of the city is real but the city, more than references and indicators 
of maps, is peopled, it is a social construct. Perhaps in an attempt to resist and possibly reveal 
this construct, Finnegan constructs her particular fieldsite embracing both the geographical 
terrain of Milton Keynes and the concept that embodied musical practice can determine the 
construction of a particular fieldsite. She seldom, however, moves beyond this geographical
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construct; this place she defines by county and borough council maps, statistical figures and 
an overview survey (1989, pp.21-26), Milton Keynes music (1989, p. 19), on the other hand, 
she defines through interviews, participant observation and the theoretical considerations of 
placing of herself within boundaries she calls ‘home’. What is not clear is the relationship 
between the notion of a stable location, how individuals inhabit a city (Chambers, 1994, p.92) 
and the complexities of urban living. These factors suggest that individuals and groups 
participate in a myriad of activities, in a variety of spaces and places.
The relationship between dancing and the place in which people enact that dancing is 
complex. People move within a wider space than that defined by the traditional notion of a 
town or city. Massey says the place we live, “is absolutely not a seamless, coherent identity, a 
single sense of place which everyone shares” (1993, p.65). People’s routes through a place 
vary depending on where they like to go (theatre, cinema, discos, restaurants, etc.), who they 
talk to on the phone, what they watch on television. In this place, a map does not determine 
people’s movements or their sense of belonging. At the Black Bottom Club, which is a 
private jazz and blues club in Northampton, for example, men and women, from twenty to 
over seventy years old, come to listen to the music and dance. These people may have danced 
the swing or jive together for many years, they may have been attending a Ceroc lesson for a 
year or two, or they may simply like to have a drink and sway or bounce to the music 
refusing to engage in any more formal notions of dancing. Whilst all these people do belong 
to a group that enjoys jazz and blues music, and socialising in a particular kind of setting, 
they do not belong to a fixed group identifiable by a geographical place such as Northampton. 
They can be grouped together; can be called a dancing community because they share an 
interest in a particular type of music and dancing.
Similarly, a woman who attends a belly dance class may have more connections with other 
people who attend similar classes elsewhere, or that she has met at regional performances or 
workshops, than with the people who live next door. As stated in Chapter One, people living 
beyond a particular geographical boundary such as ‘Northampton’ come into Northampton to 
work, to participate in dancing and for other activities. Similarly, people who reside in 
‘Northampton’ travel to other areas, such as outlying villages, to work, to participate in Line 
Dancing, to watch the Moulton Morris Men, to have a drink or other activities.
People have multiple identities and make routes through a place that must also now be 
considered to have multiple identities. It is the relative, non-bounded nature of dancing, in 
that it is both local and extends across the countiy (Finnegan, 1989, p.304), that provides
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many participants with an alternate reading of spaces and the people who inhabit those 
spaces. It is not the terrain that is of concern here, rather the ground rules for behaviour in a 
social map that might be contested and renegotiated in order that we might create alternate 
meanings of spaces (Blunt and Rose, 1994).’ The informant’s symbolic construction of 
community is created and re-created in each moment of dancing. It is this interaction which is 
always in a state of becoming, rather than the relationship between the group and their place 
of residence, that allows both insider and outsider to create a particular interpretation (Cohen, 
1985, p. 16).
2.2.2 The journey to find ‘invisible’ dancing in Northampton
This thesis is concerned with the practice of dancing, rather than notions of geography. 
Keeping the dancing central may necessitate a move beyond more traditional relationships 
between fieldsite and place.* Although the starting point is Northampton, the trajectories find 
dancing in other places and times. To begin this journey to uncover the dancing, I will 
commence with the findings from the overview survey.
2.2.2.1 Finding the dancing: The overview survey
An overview survey was undertaken to obtain evidence of the type, place and number of 
people participating in dancing activities. Conducted over a period of six months in 1997, the 
data constitutes an end in itself in that it would enable the researcher to understand better the 
dancing in Northampton (May, 1997, p. 100). This approach was intended to provide evidence 
through telephone and postal surveys, newspapers, television, radio and other listings of 
dance classes or events found in leisure centres, youth clubs, church halls, discos and 
nightclubs and private dancing schools.
The survey is based on four hundred and fifty one telephone calls and seventy postal 
questionnaires. The venues were contacted by type in the following groupings: leisure 
centres; public houses, restaurants, hotels and nightclubs; schools and colleges; halls (church, 
youth club, other); private dancing schools and freelance teachers; arts funding organisations 
and theatres; schools, colleges and universities. The contact telephone numbers were 
accessible through the telephone directory and similar sources. Specific forms for telephone 
calls (Appendix A.l) and postal surveys (Appendix A.2) were designed to elicit information 
about the number of people dancing and the differences in dancing activity across a range of 
different age groups. Information was gathered about where and when this dancing occurred. 
Each telephone input form contained the following: name of venue; contact name, address 
and telephone number; age groups; number of times per week dancing; attendance numbers,
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description of dancing (done by a check list of 26 types); and any other comments made by 
either the research assistant or the recipient of the call. Each school questionnaire contained: 
name of school, address and telephone number; contact name and position; age groups and 
number dancing; number and length of time dancing per week; description of dancing 
(defined in relation to the National Curriculum) and sufficient space for written comments. 
The information was collated on a computerised database (Appendix A.3); and was analysed 
and classified by venue type, dance type, age group and attendance. Appendix A.4 shows a 
selection of completed forms. Appendix A.5 gives a summary of the results, giving the 
nominal results as they are grouped by type but not ranked (May, 1993, p. 101).
Appropriate wording of questions aided a helpful response (Newell, 1993). A conversational 
telephone approach enticed informants to explain the ambiance of the pub; leading questions 
(usually centred around the music in the pub) enabled discussions to focus on the possibility 
of people dancing to the music. Typical comments were: “when they put some music on the 
juke box they jig about a lot”, or “there is a large group of people who all come and do some 
sort of couple dancing, I don’t know what you call it”.^  Eliciting information varied 
according to the type of venue. Helpful responses were easily obtained fi-om informants in 
nightclubs, discos, leisure centres informants. Those in public houses, youth clubs, private 
dancing schools, church halls or other public venues hired were difficult to contact and the 
information was scant and uncertain. The reasons varied from a lack of knowledge on the part 
of the informant (youth clubs and church halls) to scepticism about responding to a telephone 
questionnaire (private dancing schools). Respondents in public houses, moreover, often 
commented on DJs or karaoke nights when everyone was dancing. This information may 
have been based on assumptions or aspirations and could not be confirmed without the 
researcher’s engagement in each instance.
Defining dance types in these situations was also problematic and was, to a certain extent, 
dependent on the individual on the telephone. Freelance teachers, for example, often work in 
a variety of locations and offer a variety of dance types. These occasions of dancing were 
sometimes recorded by the hired public venue and sometimes by the teacher, thus potentially 
doubling the statistics. Freelance teachers were categorised with private dancing schools not 
with leisure centres or church halls. This group provide the widest selection of dance types, 
although they do not necessarily account for the largest number of participants or venues. 
Other problematic areas were the classification tools employed by the variety of respondents. 
For instance, ‘education’ employees (head teachers, specialist teachers in dance, school 
administrators) were amongst the many who completed the postal survey. Questions of
41
definition and classification within the education sector were variable, as most individuals 
classified the dancing on offer as ‘dance in education’ rather than by form such as ballet, 
contemporary or Irish. Only three schools replied that they offer dancing beyond the 
guidelines of the National Curriculum. These were: dance clubs offering jazz. South Asian 
and Affo-Caribbean, creative dance and ballet. Three different schools provide the use of 
school facilities to the wider community for dancing (three classes in three schools, one 
headmaster is also a caller for a folk dance group and one teacher offers classes elsewhere on 
a freelance basis).
According to May, “the use of surveys is a central part of social research as they provide a 
rapid and relatively inexpensive way of discovering the characteristics and beliefs of the 
population at large” (1993, p. 81). This survey suggests that 9.1% of the population participate 
in some form of dancing throughout the year. This is based on fifty percent of the calls made 
resulting in direct contact, and from this information, 43% of the venues contacted said 
dancing of some description takes place. Based on a population of just over 180,000, it 
appears that 16,385 people are participating in dancing. Of these, 8,000 individuals 
participate in some form of social dancing such as nightclubs, 4,000 participate in dance 
sessions offered in the education sector and 2,000 participate in dance classes offered by 
private dancing schools and freelance teachers. The remaining 2,385 individuals are dancing 
in a variety of youth clubs, social clubs, leisure centres and similar venues.
The figures collated are based on the ‘beliefs’ (May, 1993), or perceptions, of the people who 
speak for particular venues - publicans, venue managers and owners, owners of dance studios 
and the like - rather than the dance participants. The information may reflect individual 
perceptions about the age of the clientele or the number of dancing participants as it often 
appeared to be estimated. An example is this extract fi-om a nightclub manager: “let’s see, on 
Monday it’s over 30s night, that usually brings in, umm...about 200 or so” (Fieldnotes, 
1997). These comments could be governed by factors outside the remit of the survey, such as 
the informant’s economic or marketing perspective. In some instances, a follow-up interview 
at the venue helped to clarify the dancing environment (see Section 2.2.2.2). This survey did 
provide valuable data about where, when and how people were dancing, although, again, it 
did not provide access to the experience of dancing people themselves. Clearly, uncovering 
the majority of what is happening in a large fieldsite such as this is not possible (Finnegan, 
1989, p.342). In this sense, the survey is not comprehensive but is only intended to be 
indicative, and perhaps better described as a perception of dance practice in the area at a 
particular time.*”
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2.2.2.1 Searching for further evidence: Visits and Interviews
Interviews and discussions with a variety of individuals were undertaken in order to verify 
the statistical data and to uncover more detailed accounts of particular instances of dancing. 
These were undertaken during, and in response to, the overview survey and for six months 
immediately following. These unstructured interviews and visits were intended to provide 
qualitative depth by allowing the informants to talk about dancing in their own terms using 
frames of reference with which they are familiar (May, 1990, p. 112). Informal discussions 
with participants at the Black Bottom Jazz and Blues Club, where the informant had 
suggested some form of couple dancing, revealed that many of the people were acquainted 
with each other because they all attended a number of other venues and classes where the 
music was suitable for Ceroc dancing. In this instance, these visits and interviews led the 
researcher to other classes and venues where the same people attend. This technique provided 
a deeper understanding and larger contextual frame to this particular instance of dancing. 
Other visits were less fruitful. One publican, for example, said that on Saturday nights, the 
pub is always crowded and people are often dancing. A personal visit to this public house, on 
two separate occasions, revealed no sign of dancing. The people all sat at tables in small 
groups talking and drinking. The only movement was the gestural language of each 
individual and the movement from table to bar and back again. In an informal discussion, the 
landlord remained adamant that many people regularly dance in his public house. This, 
however, was not evident on these occasions.
Interviews with the County Dance Animateur and the General Manager of Northampton Arts 
Development made known a few publicly funded dance classes.** A brief meeting with the 
Dance Curriculum Advisor for Schools exposed a long history of dance in schools, as well as 
an involvement with members of the London Contemporary Dance Company who were 
invited to teach the County Youth Dance groups during the 1970s and 80s.
Several private dancing school owners were interviewed to conceptualise the history and 
hierarchy of their particular world. One woman who has been a dance teacher in 
Northampton for more than twenty years said she found the world of private dancing schools 
difficult to penetrate. Her interview provided interesting historical information: she believed 
herself to be perceived as an outsider by her peers because she was neither bom nor trained in 
Northamptonshire. Struggling to make her school financially viable, she felt this insularity 
prevented the development of new and interesting dancing classes. This woman has since 
closed her dance school as she claims the struggle to recruit students has been too difficult.
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There appears to be no way of verifying why her school was unsuccessful and I can only 
confirm that the school did indeed close.
The examination of particular areas, based on the information collated from the overview 
survey and the additional interviews with key figures in the dance community, created a more 
intricate knowledge of the dancing activities in Northampton. This information was initially 
intended to provide useful information to assist in the selection of particular areas for further 
study.
2.2.2.3 Other experiential moments
The survey and interviews were intended to provide an overview of the dancing in 
Northampton but did not provide direct contact with people dancing. The visits allowed the 
researcher this direct contact but failed to create a deeper understanding. Other sources of 
information such as an advertisement for an Arab-Egyptian dance class in the window of a 
passing car or a poster for a Line Dancing class in a rain filled gutter in the town centre might 
lead the researcher toward the dancing but were not instances of participation. Other 
moments, such as the eleven teams of Morris dancers performing on May Day, in the town 
centre, unbeknown to the researcher, did create an unexpected access.
This less orthodox tool or approach was prompted by the desire to uncover those dancing 
incidents that were not advertised or in any way made known to the researcher. These 
instances were accidentally revealed and there were undoubtedly many more that were never 
uncovered, perhaps revealing something of the ‘hidden nature’ of the dancing. One Saturday 
in July 1998, for example, a visiting friend from America expressed an interest in seeing what 
he considered to be ‘English dancing’- Morris dancing. I had been told that the Moulton 
Morris team would be performing in the village of Walgrave not far away from my home. On 
the way to this village, our attention was drawn to a mass of men dressed in brightly coloured 
trousers, braces, bells on their shoes and handkerchiefs in hand and hats with garlands of 
flowers who were dancing outside a public house in the nearby village of Rothwell. We 
stopped to observe the several Morris teams and were told this was the Annual Family 
weekend and gathering in Northamptonshire for Morris teams from Wales, Derbyshire and 
the host team from South Northamptonshire. My friend wanted to take photographs and they 
were more than happy to oblige. The conversation was lively and we were asked to join the 
dancing, so my daughter, mother and I danced as the American took our photograph. We 
didn’t find the Moulton Morris team that day but it was of no concern to my fnend who felt 
he had enjoyed what he believed to be a most typical English day - English beer, fiiendly
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bearded dancing men with bells on their ankles and hankies in their hands. In one sense this is 
a personal moment, a sunny weekend afternoon with friends, yet this chance occurrence is 
significant because so many dancing moments still remain ‘hidden’.
This initial stage of research with its preliminary emphasis on quantitative research methods, 
following the Finnegan model, revealed the partial and hidden aspects of the ephemeral 
dancing. The data created an overview of dancing; however, the chance occurrences assisted 
in the development of a deeper understanding of how dancing exists in an urban space. This 
process revealed instances and fi-agments of dancing, or people talking about dancing, 
although the application of another method was needed to discover particular and detailed 
instances of dancing.
2.3 Towards a Case Study
From this initial stage of the research three case studies from differing arenas were selected: 
1) ‘Northamptonshire Contemporary Dance Company’ funded by Northampton Arts 
Development, 2) ‘Haraam’, an Arab-Egyptian dance troupe and 3) Ceroc dancers at the 
Black Bottom Jazz and Blues Club. These selections were loosely based on the following 
ideas. The contemporary dancers were representative of one of the smallest segments found 
in the survey. The Arabic dance troupe, a group of non-Arabic people based in a non-Arabic 
country, were indicative of the 4,000 people who attend dance classes. The social dancers at 
the Black Bottom Club, all in the thirty plus age range, represent some of the 8,000 
individuals who participate in social dancing. What follows is a brief description of fieldwork 
experiences from each instance.
Fieldwork with the contemporary dance class began whilst the overview survey was still 
being compiled. The process lasted for nine months, during which time 1 participated in the 
class, circulated questionnaires, interviewed the participants and filmed the group. The 
informants were all very committed dancers who teach in secondary schools, in further 
education or who have had formal dance training who attend this class primarily to continue 
the development of their dance technique. A small group regularly attended the public house 
following the class although these social occasions were unannounced and difficult to 
penetrate. The ethnographic film, Going for it! (Mulchrone, 1998), based on their 
perceptions of their dancing, culminates this fieldwork experience. There is no written 
evidence from this stage of the research, primarily because the participants found discussions 
about their dancing difficult and were hesitant about my deeper involvement with the social 
sub-group.
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When fieldwork on the contemporary dance group and the survey were complete and had 
been evaluated, fieldwork on an Arab-Egyptian dance class and performance group began. 
The group, Haraam, were first mentioned in an interview with the Director of Northampton 
Arts Development, who explained that they were an all-women group and had an interesting 
history and philosophy. I telephoned the leader, introduced myself, and was invited to a 
meeting at the home of one of the members. After an intensive grilling by most of the group 
about my intentions and the research process, a lengthy discussion about the implications of 
my involvement followed and, finally, the group agreed to be the subject of my fieldwork. It 
is significant that this group invited me to a meeting where they were to view a videotape of 
themselves rehearsing. During this event, we all discussed the role of video in their 
development of dance technique and in my research. It is also significant that the group felt it 
appropriate to probe deep into my research techniques. The group’s commitment to 
discussion, democracy and a sense of community were revealed in these moments.
For the social dancing case study, I began attending the Black Bottom Club, a jazz and blues 
club where many of the people danced swing, jive or Ceroc. Questionnaires were circulated 
in order to make formal contacts in an informal setting. These asked participants for 
particulars and a few general questions about their dancing experiences (Appendix B.l). 
From this information six couples were selected, who were prepared to participate in further 
research. Follow-up telephone calls suggested that these individuals were reluctant to 
continue or suspicious of the circumstance. Nevertheless, one couple did give permission to 
interview them and film them dancing. Following this, no further contacts could be found.
In conclusion, the proposed process of undertaking extensive participant observation in 
specific instances fi-om a general fieldsite was based on a construct. Even though these case 
studies were selected and detailed research was undertaken in two of the three cases, there are 
other possible groupings and selections: dance type, venue type, age or gender. There were 
many other groups that could have been selected; like the Moulton or South 
Northamptonshire Morris teams, the Irish Dancing Club, any number of private dancing 
schools, individual freelance teachers across a variety of dance styles, club dancing for the 
young adults, African People’s dance or Line Dancing. Finnegan attempts to construct her 
case studies in such a way that the reader believes these choices are significant to the overall 
landscape of Milton Keynes music. In this project, the choices were based on potential access 
and personal choice as much as a belief that the case studies were significant to the landscape.
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Instances were not atypical of either styles or peoples, even though the survey material had 
been categorised specifically in order to search for these implications.
The result of this initial stage of research was to select one case study from the general field 
in order to allow an intimate acquaintance (Fielding, 1993) with people in their ever-changing 
lives at a particular moment in time. The commitment to “unanticipated discoveries and 
directions” (Amit, 2000, p. 17) continued to guide the process of uncovering dancing. The 
discovery of the Arab-Egyptian group was intentional. The invitation, however, to meet them 
in the privacy of home, rather than attending a class, was their decision, as were many others 
that followed. They led me to particular issues surrounding their dancing and from these I 
began to formulate issues that have become central to this thesis. Before introducing the 
group to the reader, the following sections examine in detail the research tools employed in 
this initial stage of the project which will lead to the re-establishment of a particular research 
methodology grounded in the overview stage of the project and then applied to one case 
study.
2.3.1 Questionnaires^^
Questionnaires were used in the initial stages of detailed research, alongside or to augment 
participant observation as well as in the final case study. A questionnaire designed during the 
initial stage of the research for the contemporary dance group (Appendix B.2) was devised to 
provide: name, age, profession, dance experience and length of time attending, as well as 
more complex questions such as their reasons for selecting this dance form above others and 
their social involvement with the group members. As part of the group dispersed to the public 
house after the class, there were discussions with individuals before, during and after the 
class, but there was no time to collect evidence from every class member. In this instance, 
questionnaires provided uniformity to the evidence that was otherwise difficult to ascertain. It 
also contained a section asking the individual if they would give the researcher permission to 
use the material as part of my research. Later in this case study, I formulated another 
questionnaire (Appendix B.3) to help me select images to film.** The responses assisted in 
formulating the video footage, as did the statement ‘please describe the visual image that best 
portrays the class or the group (a choreographic moment, dancing one of Roz’s sequences, in 
the pub, etc.).
As previously stated, in order to gain access to participants dancing at the Black Bottom jazz 
and blues club, questionnaires were placed on the tables one Saturday evening in 1998 
(Appendix B.l). This provided me with names of people interested in participating in further
47
research. I personally gathered these forms at the end of the evening in order to make some 
connections between the individuals dancing and the person who had filled in the form.*'* 
These examples, undertaken in the initial stages of the research, are typical of further 
questionnaires devised. Questionnaires were employed to provide information about 
particular people that they might not have felt comfortable speaking about in person. These 
questions were always formulated based on the needs of the group and did not form part of 
the overview survey.
When fieldwork commenced with the Arab-Egyptian dance class, I circulated a questionnaire 
to deepen my knowledge about dancing and other interest areas (Appendix B.4). In this 
instance, this questionnaire appeared to allow people to speak about aspects of their lives that 
previous discussions had rendered difficult. Questions included: general information about 
age, profession, dance experience and reasons for selecting this class. These questions are 
similar to those compiled for the contemporary dance class and can provide some 
comparative features. My intention was to elicit a uniformity of response to particular issues 
that were difficult for the informants to answer during the class or rehearsal time. This 
provided every person with the opportunity to respond without compromising time spent on 
dancing.
Questionnaires, a vital aspect of the fieldwork process, provided similar information in a 
rapid and manageable mode. Each questionnaire was designed for a specific purpose, 
although there was always a component that was similar, as stated earlier, that could be used 
for later comparative research. These questiormaires were not intended to replace personal 
discussions or experiences. They were an additional source of evidence in an alternate format, 
thus providing a deeper meaning to the physical enactment of dancing.
2.3.2 Participant Observation
Primarily, participant observation is one of several tools used to document an in-depth study 
of a group of people through the textual or visual image.** The selection of several in-depth 
case studies accommodates awareness of the boundaries of ‘unacceptable’ or ‘different’ in a 
variety of instances. The conditions for discovery in a fieldsite vaiy. Techniques required 
may also vary from survey materials, to use of the Internet to intense participant observation. 
What activities the researcher can access or, in which she can participate, what techniques are 
chosen and whatever the relationship between these techniques, there is an assumption that 
the personal relationships established between researcher and researched are the primary 
medium for obtaining information (Amit, 2000, p.2).
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In this instance, it is my ability to engage physically with the form and individuals in the 
group that assists my understanding of how each dance form is executed in a lived physical 
space and time. Many of the meanings in dance, however, are only accessible on a conceptual 
or social level (Williams, 1992, p. 128). In the contemporary dance case study, for example, 
my extensive knowledge of the style prevented me from experiencing the dance in the way of 
other less experienced participants. Whilst most of those attending the class were less 
experienced, I was considered by the group to be a dancer of a reasonably high standard 
because of my professional performance experience. In this case, the discoveiy of sufficient 
information about the aesthetic considerations was problematic because the group considered 
my dance technique a sufficient base of knowledge and they were unable to articulate a 
response because of their perception of my expertise.
In the example of the Arab-Egyptian dance class, my identity as a dancer was still recognised 
by the speed with which I picked up new steps and movements. This often prevented access 
to information or guidance from less experienced dancers.*” In the Black Bottom Club jazz 
and blues club, my complete inexperience in couple dancing provided the most helpful 
starting point, finding that individuals were able to articulate the requirements of the dance 
style whilst they were explaining how to execute the steps. In these simple examples, my 
ability to assimilate quickly the physical time and space required for each instance was often 
a hindrance when attempting to create a space where individuals could speak about the 
aesthetic or social implications of their dancing.
Participant observation, then, operated on a kinaesthetic and cognitive level that allowed the 
researcher to experience and examine the dancing beyond the physical. These dancing 
moments are given deeper meaning through my immersion in performance events, attendance 
at as many non-dancing moments as I was allowed, informal discussions and formal 
interviews.
2.S.S Video Ethnography
Dancing is ephemeral, always slipping through the words of the researcher, always 
metaphorically transforming. By developing previously acquired skills in video production, I 
am able to capture on video moments of dancing and contextual information. *’ The video 
camera has been a key piece of my equipment, accompanying me to every event in my 
attempt to find the appropriate tools to enhance my ability to see the dancing and
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subsequently analyse it. The discovery of appropriate methods of documentation that provide 
the reader with a visual representation of the dancing is a vital aspect of the research.
I have developed this approach by reconsidering the intention of ethnographic film where 
there has always been a concern for a filmic representation of reality based on
minimal inadvertent distortion of behavior, minimal intentional distortion 
of behavior, minimal time distortion and continuity distortion, optimally 
demystifying narration, cultural and physical contextualization of 
behavior, whole bodies, whole people.
Heiderin Weinberger, 1994, p. 14
The concerns of the videomaking in this study operate in a similar way to the work of Harris 
and Breidenbach. An example of their work, which resides within visual anthropology, is a 
film called The Nuer (1970), a film with long, wide-angle shots of the Nuer people with their 
cattle herds. These shots are more reminiscent of an artist’s painting. Weinberger says that 
the film is considered by many visual anthropologists to be “without ethnographic integrity” 
(1994, p. 16) because its principles are a cinema aesthetic, “its framing, cutting, and 
juxtaposition of images are done without regard for any ethnographic reality” in Heider’s 
terms (Weinberger, 1994, p. 16). This film translates the life of the Nuer people into visual 
images of great beauty and through these images the viewer learns a great deal about the way 
of life and aesthetics of the Nuer people. This film does not pretend to be a mirror like many 
ethnographic films nor does it make image choices based only on a cinematic aesthetic. The 
makers of this film attempt to use an aesthetic model for the representation of these people 
which is in keeping with the lifestyle and aesthetic principles of the Nuer people.
This was my intention when I made the first video. Going for It! (Mulchrone, 1998). I spoke 
to all the members of the dance class about how they would like to be portrayed. They all 
were interested in the video attending to a current choreographic piece that would be 
performed at a community showcase. I used this performance and the rehearsals of that piece 
as my structure rather than the stoiy of their dancing. In this way I believe I was attempting to 
choreograph the movement through the editing techniques. I was unconcerned with my role 
within this task as it seemed sufficient to attempt to create a video using this approach.
Another inspirational example is Polka, Roots o f Mexican Accordion Playing in South Texas 
and New Mexico (Boonzajer, Flaes and Rens, 1986). This comparative study intends to
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explore the different musical techniques of southern American and Austrian accordion 
players. The narrator assists the participants’ understanding of another group by playing the 
accordion and uses the knowledge of one group to assist the other with the articulation of 
their musical style. The footage has been carefully constructed in a way that focuses on 
aesthetic comparisons. Aesthetic choices are reflected in cinematic techniques such as cuts 
between both groups to enhance the concept of comparison and asking the players how they 
would like to be filmed. In this way the aesthetic qualities the group associate with 
themselves can be captured. Close-up shots of the finger work of the accordion player allow 
the viewer time to examine the differing techniques employed for the same instrument. The 
narrator continually refers back to the participants to clarify each aesthetic choice. In 
addition, a concentration of music in the soundscape provides the musical differences without 
detracting from the need to provide a narrative framework.
This video guided the choices I would make for the second video, Shimmies and Veils (1999), 
in that the close-ups on costume and detailed movement were an attempt to capture 
something of the aesthetic concerns of the group without needing to articulate these in words.
I then attempted to use the voices of the participants to enhance this aesthetic dimension. My 
role as video-maker was also made apparent through my narration. The result was not as I 
had hoped in that I felt this video attempted to cover too many ideas and approaches within a 
short video and without sufficient equipment or quality footage.
As a tool o f enquiry, video becomes a medium or a point of transformation. Attempting to 
find out why particular characteristics of a form are important to a group of people and how 
they structure and express the form are requisite aspects of the research. Information held by 
the group about how they wish to be represented or how a particular move is to be executed 
can be recorded on film with the instruction of the group. These moments provide hard 
evidence that can be examined over and again, in slow motion, frame by frame or by 
allowing the researcher, participant or the viewer time to examine any particular aspect or 
individual they choose. The use of video allows another level of articulation about the 
dancing that is not available in other techniques explored such as discussion, participation, or 
note taking. Video assists, in much the same way as participation in the dancing, in an 
understanding of an aesthetic, as the people of the culture perceive it. Video assists in the 
comprehension of knowledge about the principles of the aesthetic (Kaeppler, 1993, p.30). 
The articulation of aesthetic criteria in these moments of ‘play-back’ become part of the 
‘research footage’ (Freudenthal, 1988, p. 124) forming the base evidence, like fieldnotes, for 
the analysis of dancing amongst groups and individuals. This material is used to encourage
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discussion about aesthetic criteria, identity signifiers, and social interactions (Hoffman, 
1988).
In the same way that unstructured personal interviews provided “qualitative depth” (May, 
1990, p. 112), the use of video was likewise unstructured for similar purposes. As regards the 
notion of ‘unstructured’, I mean, in both instances that the way in which a discussion or the 
videoing unfolded was not pre-determined but gently guided by the researcher toward a 
particular point or points in much the same way a personal conversation operates. In video 
that meant allowing myself to experience the themes emerging from the class and troupe and 
then taking the camera to a session but without asking the group to provide specific types of 
material. I was, however, waiting to see these themes in operation again so I might capture 
them on video. If this was not the outcome then the new material often provided an equally 
useful source of information.
The video camera was never introduced into the research process until I became well 
established within a group. This was usually preceded by a discussion about introducing the 
camera into the class or workshop and the effects this might have on the participants. At this 
moment, the group often gained a clarity and deeper understanding of my role as researcher 
because they could ask, ‘what are you looking for?’, or ‘what do you want from us?’, with the 
results of their resulting enactment immediately available to them in the viewfinder of the 
camera.
The intention was to allow each participant the space to discuss the filming, in a manner 
similar to the terms described for informal interviews. Because individuals were allowed to 
draw on ideas and meaning with which they are familiar (May, 1990, p. 112), this technique 
allowed the participants to talk about their dancing in a way that might otherwise prove 
difficult. Every participant was asked how she would like to be represented on the video. In 
each instance, this question allowed the individual to talk with clarity about her dance style or 
aesthetics. In this regard, the video is an attempt to capture individuals and groups dancing in 
a manner that they themselves believe is indicative of their aesthetics.
I recognise, however, that this approach does exclude significant aspects of the research. 
These ‘traces’ of dancing, or talking about dancing, are held in my memory and are 
inaccessible to the reader. The video is used as a research technique that might better be 
described as a qualitative technique because the relationship between researcher and 
researched becomes mediated by the camera, yet the power is still invested in the researcher.
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In video, just as in writing, the camera operator or author constructs a story based on the 
ethnographic ‘imaginings’ and grounded in particular theoretical constructs. The video and 
text also reveal much about the relationship that began to emerge between the researcher and 
the participants. Authoring the video also suggests that these images (and words) are the 
researchers’ storytelling or narrative.
In the process of creating the ethnographic dance video about the Arabic dance troupe I 
became more interested in how I would be able to tell their story in video. In the Arabic 
dance video, unlike in the video of the contemporary dance class where I was more 
concerned to represent them in an appropriate aesthetic, I introduce the troupe, present a 
narrative structure for the video and can be seen dancing with the class and so my role within 
the troupe becomes more evident. As my presence in the video becomes a controlling factor 
in its construction, so too in this thesis the reader will come to understand that my role within 
the troupe became a fundamental aspect of the research (see specifically Chapters Seven and 
Eight).
In this sole view, filming - or writing - of fieldwork research will fix  people and places just as 
people often fix themselves to provide a particular reading at a given moment. One of the 
dancers, for example, seen as a rather ungainly newcomer to Arab-Egyptian dancing in 
Shimmies and Veils, may now be a proficient dancer, but she is captured forever in celluloid, 
unable to rotate her hips and twirl her veil. The making of ethnographic film, or a 
representation of a people on film (Weinberger, 1994, p.5), requires the author to make 
choices about the group and individuals. Within the field of visual anthropology the naming 
of the product created may be important, although I am not concerned with this debate. The 
concern in this instance is to use video as a research technique and to explore the possibilities 
of combining the visual and textual.
Whilst ethnographic films might be said to be the description of a people’s customs and 
habits (Hoffman, 1988, p. 162), there is, according to Hoffman, the possibility that all 
ethnographic films have a level of analysis because all films has a point of view (1988, 
p. 168). She goes on to suggest that few films in anthropology have been ethnological (1988, 
p. 162) and this ethnological approach intends to show theory graphically. Ethnology is here 
used to mean the analysis of how a group of people live. Hoffman suggests that ethnology 
comes from ethnography and as ethnographic filmmakers always analyse their material the 
term ethnography is somehow incorrect. For Hoffman the combination of ethnography and 
ethnology allows a film to become an anthropological film (Hoffman, 1988, p. 162). I have
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resisted this terminology not because I do not believe the material presented visually is 
analysed but because I am primarily concerned to show the action of dancing which might be 
described as descriptive material and descriptive material is the basis of ethnographic writing 
and filming. This is difficult because every time the camera is turned on I have made an 
analysis of the fieldsite and a decision to film in a certain way and at a certain time. The 
unedited sections of video are a testament to this. It may not be possible to represent all 
aspects of a culture, no matter the medium, and it is not possible to reveal the processes of 
time beyond the moment of video capture. This fixing is done by the author, who has had to 
make choices about which images, which moments, which relationships are selected and 
which to leave behind and how to present these images. Within the infinite number of worlds 
(Hastrup, 1992, p. 126) people have multiple identities, they are not fixed or understood in 
only one way and the places they inhabit can also be considered in this same way - fluid, 
multiple, relational, intersubjective.
2.4 Re-establishing the methodological approach
The field is a social category singled out by the author, rather than a self-conscious social 
group, who might be interacting with one another on an ongoing basis, independent of my 
intervention (Amit, 2000, p. 14). In this sense the decision to select a particular pathway, 
based on the evidence provided from the initial stages of research, is singularly my own part 
of a “cognitive and emotional journey” (Amit, 2000, p.8).
In order to analyse this material a particular theoretical frame has been developed through the 
field process rather than assuming a pre-determined frame of analysis created by other dance 
scholars who are unaware of this particular instance. It would be foolish, however, not to take 
account of previous research on dance that might provide a starting point for this study. ** 
This analysis needs to be placed within a theoretical frame. Traditional anthropological 
notions that relate the cultural activity to the place in which it is enacted provide unhelpful 
methodologies for this study. Studying dance in an effort to understand society (Kaeppler, 
1999, p. 18) requires the researcher to resist presupposing certain concepts of culture in order 
that particular understandings are allowed to emerge from the research. In this instance the 
notions of ownership and authenticity emerge from the ethnographic research allowing the 
researcher to rethink these terms, rather than the reverse. Therefore, this study works to 
develop earlier work carried out in dance ethnography, ethnochoreology, dance anthropology 
and sociology of dance.
54
Having established an overview of the dancing in Northampton and indicated that this 
evidence is partial in its nature, the following sections examine the role of reflexivity and 
othering; the relationship between place and fieldwork as it exists within the anthropological 
constructs of ‘home’ and ‘field’ in order to establish the particular methodology applied to 
the fieldsite.
2.4.1 The role of ‘reflexivity’ and ‘othering’
Reflexivity...is a sociological activity concerning itself with the tacit 
commitment of a person to a framework of meaning which authorizes 
claims to and achievement of knowledge. To be reflexive, then, is to 
think about one’s commitment critically and responsibly; an objective 
interest in the relation between the person and his role of knowledge.
Varela, 1984, p.71
In Chapter One I introduced the notion of reflexivity in relation to the theoretical frame of the 
participants and their dancing. In this section I will turn my attention to the role of the 
researcher. In Varela’s terms, my aim is to shift the centrality of self through the continued 
application of a reflexive practice. I aim to tell you ‘how I come to know what I know so that 
you can make up your own mind’ (Stanley and Wise, 1990) about it.*^  Probyn (1993) 
suggests that self-reflexivity is a global term often used to describe many different things 
fi-om “a metatheoretical reflection upon the activity of writing texts” to the naming of “a 
phenomenological or experiential moment of interacting with others in the field” (1993, 
p.62). In this research, reflexivity is a tool to aid the reader in locating his or herself in 
relation to the author. It is also used to clarify the author - informant relationships and 
illuminate the appropriateness of decisions made concerning the representations of 
informants.
Locating myself necessitates introducing ‘T into the text as an attempt to shift the perception 
that the “observer is an impersonal machine” (Okely, 1992, p.24). In this process, the 
researcher may need to write the self into the academic research process (Greed, 1990) and 
thereby claim authorship. The complexity of creating an authorial voice which is filled with 
professional knowledge and devoid of personal attributes suggests the author has an exacting 
objective ability. This is a questionable notion (Caputo, 2000, p.28) in more recent 
conceptions of fieldwork.
There have been many moments when dancing unexpectedly appeared and intermingled with 
other aspects of ray life. These instances will continue, beyond the cessation of this research.
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Although the project necessitates boundaries there is a sense that the work might never be 
complete. This, however, is not an ever emerging, ever increasing project. In this way, certain 
constraints do exist in this intersubjective world. At home, I may close the door, not answer 
the telephone and cease to be the researcher. During the temporal term of the research project, 
every time I step beyond my door I endeavour to see the world differently, whereas at home I 
perhaps take things for granted. In simplistic terms: outside are ‘others’ inside is ‘us’ (Dyck, 
2000, p.36). On a more complex level, the cognitive penetration that occurs when 
undertaking fieldwork at home means it is difficult to leave ‘work on the doorstep’. The 
following is a fieldnote extract from an encounter with Leila who is a long-standing member 
of the Arab-Egyptian class.
Tuesday, June 1998, after class: Leila and I work together at the massage 
session that finishes the class. She tells me she reads tarot cards and is a 
sometime masseur. Placing her hands on the small of my back and asks 
me what type of dancing I do other than this. “Years of ballet and that sort 
of thing” I reply. The warmth of her hands is intense and she says, “It feels 
as though the base of your spine is fused together”. We talk about the 
problems of the training whilst the warmth of her hands penetrates deep 
into my spine. I begin to think about all the back trouble I have had.
Later the same evening: I find myself thinking about my lower back again, 
and images of Leila float in my head. The warmth of Leila’s hands still 
seems to be in my body. The sensation is immense. I lay in the bath 
imagining my back much looser. I am still thinking about the effect the 
various forms of dance have on my back and all the tension held in my 
lower back even when I walk. I feel so constructed, I wonder if all these 
women feel so constructed. What I cannot explain is the energy I feel fi*om 
her hands, and the energy in the class.
Fieldnotes, 1998
Often ‘thinking fieldwork’ spills into the other aspects of life, at other times personal 
experiences spill into the fieldwork experience. This moment represents the initial thinking 
that later enabled me to pursue a line of enquiry about spirituality with Haraam. When asked 
about Leila, the troupe leader says that Leila is a healer and that several of the group are 
involved in similar activities. I am drawn by this, not only because of the interesting link 
between the dancing and some sense of spirituality, but because my family have a history of 
similar traits. My family role had always been to be the ‘rational one’. The warmth of Leila’s 
hands stayed with me as I began to understand the role I had assumed within my family’s 
spiritual history. This journey led me to reappraise my relationship to notions of the spiritual. 
During this process, it was imperative to focus on a reflexive approach, in order that the
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boundaries between my private and professional life remain clear, if not completely 
detachable. The research might otherwise have become simply a personal journey, a pathway 
to self-enlightenment. My dancing and other life experiences influence how and what I see, 
what interests me and how I represent what I have discovered. In this sense, “the writer’s 
cultural knowledge is as much a part of the relationship between researcher and dancer as the 
dancer’s” (Sklar, 1991b, p.8).
The relationship between author and informant is complex; particularly in dance ethnography 
where the interaction with others in the field necessitates a “talking about and o f  the body, as 
well as from the body in action (Famell, 1995, p.9). Applied to the informant this helpfully 
establishes agency, although it does not clarify the role of the researcher. As Sklar has stated, 
the researcher’s dance experience enables an entrance to the field and a ‘kinesthetic empathy’ 
(Sklar, 1991a, p. 8-9) as a means toward understanding. As mentioned in Chapter One, both 
researcher and researched are not neutral but motivated and already decided. This “decided 
body” (Hastrup, 1995, p.77) is imbued with value that must be negotiated in relation to the 
participants (Okely, 1992, p.2). Clearly, my personal journey has made a difference to my 
perceptions of the dancing. Some of the participants might argue that I was the subject of 
study (Probyn, 1993) as the group themselves began to witness my personal and spiritual 
development. In this sense, the researcher aims to find understanding in the dialectical 
approach or the space between the researcher and researched that contains valuable 
information.
In each instance of dancing, the relationship between the researcher and researched contains 
aspects of ‘self and ‘other’. One of the most fundamental aspects of anthropology is 
‘othering’ (Hastrup, 1992a) although in the almost three decades since Said published 
Orientalism (1975) the world of anthropology is replete with anthropological texts atoning 
for the sins of orientalism (Amit, 2000, p.4). Hastrup reminds us that the notion of ‘othering’ 
has played a crucial role in the construction of anthropological knowledge but has recently 
come under attack as a process that alienates the subject of fieldwork. Whenever I join a 
group to do fieldwork, that group ‘others’ me as much as I have ‘othered’ them. Each 
encounter is constructed in notions of selfiiess and otherness. This process allows populations 
under study to appear exotic and non-familiar. This, according to Hastrup, has created a 
paradox where the subject of study and the researcher must appear equal, without 
objectification, in order to remedy the imbalance of the colonising subject, anthropology, 
towards a more balanced and harmonious global view of the anthropological world (1995,
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p.7). The result creates a difficulty for anthropologists, who must, by the nature of the task, 
write or document their findings and in this process, they transform and objectify the subject.
Perhaps this distance between ‘self and ‘other’ might better be understood as part of the 
process of self-representation (Pink, 2000, p. 102). Hastrup suggests turning the notion of 
othering onto ourselves.
From the position of radical other, anthropology may help the world 
realize the extent to which local cultures are mutually implicated while 
also allowing for recognition of difference and points of resistence.
Hastrup, 1995, pp.7-8
This attempt to ‘other’ ourselves would necessitate the author speaking from a declared 
periphery, rather than centre, to create a world that is our fieldsite through the theorising that 
concentrates on making the world afresh, rather than getting it right (Hastrup, 1995, p. 10). 
This necessitates the researcher shifting beyond the concept of the anthropological ‘other’ to 
the notion o f ‘anthropological imagination’ (Hastrup, 1995, p.61). In this reconceptualised 
space, the anthropologist embraces the notion of imagination with reason, thereby celebrating 
her task of writing as an imaginative act where the imaginative powers of the author give rise 
to the ethnography. Willis calls this ‘ethnographic imagination’ (2000, p.viii):
I mean to emphasize the ethnographic as conditioning, grounding and 
setting the range of imaginative meanings within social thought.
Ethnography provides the empirical and conceptual discipline.
Ethnography is the eye of the needle through which the threads of the 
imagination must pass. Imagination is thereby forced to try to see the 
world in a grain of sand, the human social genome in a single cell.
Willis, 2000, p.viii
The researcher, given agency (Varela, 1995, p.263), authors the writing no matter how 
informed and shaped by the informant, no matter how well we have achieved this ‘othering’ 
of ourselves. Even though I may choose a site that I feel is truly ‘other’ to my own 
experiences and then attempt to place myself at the periphery and give the participants voice 
a place of primacy, it is me, the ‘authorial T (Hastrup, 1992a) who plays the part of 
researcher. I am the one who must transform my experiences in the field into an academic 
study of worth, who must ‘ground’ (Willis, 2000, p.viii) my imaginings, must select the 
material and explore the theoretical implications it contains. My decided body or ‘person- 
centred thinking’ (Varela, 1995, p. 263) creates or ‘imagines’ the reality differently.
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2.4.2 Deconstructing place and subject relationships when fieldwork isn’t ‘away ’
Hastrup says, “histories are intertwined and territories” overlap (1995, p.3). This, in part, 
reflects the inherent problems of representation facing current practices of ethnography in this 
late twentieth century pluralist society, whereby single groups of people may or may not be 
typical of a large environment, and reflects current trends in dance ethnography/* The study 
of groups of people who live in worlds “of infinite interconnections and overlapping 
contexts” may not be a part of an ethnographic field waiting to be discovered (Amit, 2000,
p.6).
Northampton will be only one of many aspects that imbue meaning into particular instances 
of dancing. Slobin suggests that music is “tangled”, in that “we need to think of music as 
coming from many places and moving among many levels of today’s societies, just as we 
have learned to think of groups and nations as volatile, mutable social substances rather than 
fixed units for analysis” (1993, p.x). It is not my intention to conflate small moments of 
dancing with small, rural communities or fixed places and people. The link between place 
and belonging suggests a need to label dances. One instance of dancing may appear in one 
place or another, each becoming specific to the people because of the way they are able to 
think thsir dancing (Slobin, 1993, p.ix). These specialised moments in particular places are 
determined in the action of dancing. The people who participate in ‘micro’ moments of 
dancing that exist in larger ‘macro’ systems, are always negotiating their individuality in 
complex ways (Slobin, 1993, p.ix- xi). The people dancing in this instance are in a ‘field of 
relations’ (Hastrup, 1995), and this may imply geography, but equally may refer to a 
multitude of other complexities.
Fieldsite, as I employ the term from Hastrup, is defined as “the field of relations which are of 
significance to the people involved in the study” (1995, p.8). Whilst this expanding field of 
relations may appear endless and only attends to geographical relations, “only a few 
are...activated and imbued with meaning by particular people” (Olwig and Hastrup, 1997, 
p.9). This theoretical position allows me to construct my fieldsite in order to embrace more 
than concerns of location or belonging. I hope to be able to bound this fieldsite within a 
particular time and place in a world of postmodern thought which encourages the unbounded, 
destabilised, non-hierarchical, de-terrritorialised approaches to academia. My fieldsite is 
geographically located within Northampton and Northamptonshire, although it embraces as 
many places and spaces, and theories of these terms, as is necessary within the field of 
relations made by the group.
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In this study the fieldsite may be, in some senses, synonymous with the place I call ‘home’/* 
Although it is usual for an ethnographer from some disciplines, such as anthropology, to 
prepare for the field, leave home, conduct fieldwork at a fixed point in time and then return 
home, conducting fieldwork in the place that I live has a different set of problems to those 
attached to this traditional view of fieldwork. Fieldwork as dwelling or place suggests travel 
and thus departure and return according to Clifford (1990, p. 100). The site carries with it 
notions of an andocentric history which still locates the researcher working ‘from home’ as 
one who is marginalised. The fieldsite is the place of academic value and the home becomes 
something ‘other’, or outside the mainstream. Bell comments: “to work at home is less 
glamorous, and I have been arguing that it is more difficult to be taken seriously, especially if 
one is a woman” (1993, p.41).
When I arrived in Northampton, I knew nothing of the dancing other than that which existed 
within the higher education institution where I was employed. As a mother of two young 
children, I soon began to spend much time on the periphery of several children’s dance 
activities: ballet, modem and tap classes and performances, an after school dance club and 
school discos. I was not a professional in these moments, simply a mother of dancing 
children. Yet during these periods I was always gathering information, I was always ‘at work’ 
in some capacity. “There can be no doubt that a juggling act is involved when conducting 
research in the same city where one lives” (Caputo, 2000, p.27). Each area of my life contains 
a concept of ‘self and many of these concepts have overlapping aspects such as the 
researcher who interviews the owner of a dancing school and the mother who watches her 
daughter in a private dancing school ballet class. Defining the fieldsite in relation to a 
singular concept of ‘self is problematic and virtually impossible. In both cognitive and 
spatial terms much of this research had begun prior to an official start date and regardless of 
whether instances of dancing I experienced were perceived as research by an institution or 
other recognised body of authority.
In summary, the concepts of fieldsite as home and work intertwine. The interplay between 
researcher and researched, or home and work, are always aspects the researcher must 
consider. Even when my research has concluded I will meet many of these people in the local 
public house, in the town or even in far away places where groups of Arabic dancers may 
meet. I may continue to have personal contact with them in settings unrelated to this project.
In this sense, just as there was an official starting point for this project, the conclusion to my 
fieldwork experiences will need to be constructed through my somewhat arbitrary and
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artificial decision to stop collating data. ‘Leaving’ the field becomes something more 
cognitive than spatial and I would argue that the research is grounded in the researcher’s 
ability and interest in examining a group of people through an ethnographic lens. When I 
complete this ‘writing up’, I will have distanced myself from my fieldsite and even if this is 
not a spatial move, it is a significant shift in focus that cannot assume the distance created by 
leaving the field creates, a priori, a professional approach to my work.
2.5 practice
These women participate in a dance form taught by non-Arabic people rather than people 
from Arab countries who have settled in Northampton. They are an independent, community 
based group rather than a part of a large commercial sector dancing school. The participants 
are often above average body weight and middle-aged, rather than within the usual 
perceptions of the athlete or very slim look of the western dancing physique (see Chapter 6). 
In addition, they are white, primarily middle-class women and appear to adhere to 
classifications of Arab-Egyptian dance participants found on Internet sites and experienced 
by the researcher. These women participate in and offer themselves to the public as experts in 
a dance form that is from another country and culture. Whilst some of them do apply the term 
‘dancer’ to themselves and others in the group, they are not professional and may have other 
labels that are equally important to their everyday lives.
One label that is noteworthy is ‘woman’. As a group of women, they welcomed me into the 
group in a way that I did not come to understand fully until a few months into my participant 
observation. The fact that they are an all-women group is significant in several ways. The 
relationship between researcher and researched, for example, developed because I was also a 
woman. If a male researcher had approached them, I do not believe that they would have 
agreed to his research project. In respect of this label of ‘woman’ there will be many issues 
that emerge during the course of the research both for these women and in respect of myself.
Perhaps the social spaces inhabited by these women are more ‘event-rich than others, 
(Hastmp, 1995, p.53). Whether this case study resides in a space that is remote, as Hastrup 
believes this is where the richest spaces will be, is debatable as they live, work and dance in 
Northampton, an urban town, rather than literally a remote space. If, however, remote can 
define the relationship between the Arabic dance form and the majority of the population, 
then perhaps it is remote or marginal. If the dancing can be compared to other leisure 
activities in Northampton, then again, perhaps it is remote or marginalised. In this case 
study, remote is how the dancing appears to other people. Perhaps, remote defines the social
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spheres in which these women travel. Suffice to say, at this juncture, that these women are 
marginal to the social landscape of Northampton, to the dancing landscape of Northampton, 
to the wider world of Arab-Egyptian dancing and even to a wider understanding of the 
dancing world in England. In all these respects, I consider these women to be part of my 
hidden landscape of dancers. These women embrace this position and make it their own by 
creating an identifiable community and individuality, as well as a sense of camaraderie from 
this particular construction that might be called ‘exotic’, ‘unusual’ or ‘other’.
The next chapter reviews the Arabic dance source material available to the researcher and the 
participant. The issues mentioned above initially discovered in the fieldwork process were 
subsequently researched in the populist texts (Chapter Three). After more detailed 
ethnographic information has been provided in Chapters Four and Five, Chapters Six and 
Seven compare the evidence found in the populist texts with the case study.
Endnotes for Chapter Two
‘ This is to distinguish methodology from research techniques, which refer to the pragmatics o f  primary data 
collection (Rollwagen, 1988, p.313).
 ^See Amit (2000), Fox (1991) and Rabinow (1977).
 ^ See Amit (2000), Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw (1995), Enslin (1994), Fox (1991), Hastrup (1995), Rabinow (1977) 
and Willis (2000) for a variety o f positions on how to categorise or define fieldwork and field research.
 ^ This is not an aspect o f  Finnegan’s approach. Her attention to three case studies is neither explained nor 
problematised.
 ^ For discussions on reflexivity and self-reflexivity see Williams (1991), Varela (1992, reprinted 1995), Hastrup 
(1995), Willis (2000) and May (1997).
 ^ For a more detailed discussion about the role o f  film or the visual in ethnographic representations see Hastrup 
(1992b), Barbash, I. and Taylor, L. (1997), Devereaux and Hillman (eds.) (1995), Rollwagen, (1988)
’ See Massey who calls for a progressive sense o f  place where “space is conceptualised integrally with time” (1994, 
p.2). For Massey place is not a coherent sense o f  itself which eveiyone shares (Bird, Curtis, Putnam, Robertson, 
Tickner (eds. 1993). See also Knox (1982, reprinted 1995).
* Section 2.4.2 contains a detailed discussion about the relationship between place and fieldsite.
 ^This was an initial comment at the Black Bottom Jazz and Blues Club where I later discovered the group were all 
dancing Ceroc.
190 public houses, nightclubs, discos and hotels listed in the telephone directory were contacted, with 67 positive 
responses and 55 o f these providing usable information. This is a response rate o f  35%, with 29% o f those 
contacted saying dancing o f some sort was taking place. Mostly listed as social dancing, the attendance recorded is 
over 8000. It has not been possible to define these dance types as different venues offer different events on a 
variety o f nights. Similarly, the respondents were asked to estimate attendance per week and this can only be 
understood as a perception.
Twenty-five Leisure Centres were contacted and twenty positive responses were extracted. Eleven o f  these 
provided usable information. This is an 80% response rate with 44% dancing out o f  the total. With the exception o f  
one Leisure Centre, freelance teachers hiring the facilities rather than teachers funded by the Sports and Recreation 
Fund within the Leisure Centres offer all the dancing events.
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Seventeen private dancing schools and free-lance teachers were contacted and fifteen responses elicited. These 
were found in the telephone directory or through the Royal Academy o f  Dance, Imperial Society o f  Teachers o f  
Dancing, Northampton Arts Development Agency and the Northamptonshire Dance Animateur. Freelance 
teachers proved to be difficult to locate. Posters and newspaper adverts were the source for these classes. This 
sector provides the most varied dance types (19 out o f  26 listed) and has almost 2000 participants.
128 schools were contacted, 42 responded. All o f these were offering some sort o f dance within Key Stage 1 or 2 o f  
the National Curriculum, which is the seven to eleven age group. Dance types showed a large proportion o f  
schools offering a variety o f  folk or vernacular styles (19-English, 7-folk, 1- Irish, 1-Scottish, 8-Intemational, 5- 
Morris or Sword) but the majority labelled the dancing as ‘dance in the curriculum’. Northampton has one Further 
Education College - Northampton College (A level Dance, Btec in Performing Arts, GCSE Dance) and one 
University - University College Northampton (Dance Major/ Minor/ Joint BA (Hons) in Combined Honours and 
BA (Hons) Performance Studies which has approximately one third o f  the curriculum dedicated to dance) and 
Adult Education classes (17 classes at 6 locations). At the University, there are two full-time and one part-time 
dance staff. 120 students participate in ‘new dance’ or experimental dance each year. The Continuing Education 
programme at the University also offers Spanish Dance to the wider public. Contacts at Northampton College 
show there are two dance lecturers involved with 150 students. The information from Adult Education is much 
more problematic. Whilst the classes are publicised well by locale it has been difficult to find each teacher and 
ascertain attendance numbers for these classes. The teachers work on a free-lance basis and so information held by 
the administrative centre is not available unless each teacher is willing to release it. The attendance for all these 
venues combined stands at approximately 4000.
A mixed group who were difficult to contact were the Working Men’s Clubs, political affiliation clubs, as well as 
interest group clubs. Often there was no response to telephone calls or the respondent was hiring the hall and 
unsure o f other activities available at the hall or community centre. The survey managed to reveal, out o f  a total 70 
listed in the telephone book, 20 positive responses with only 9 responses where they said dancing was available - 
usually tea/ bam social dances - this is only 13% o f  the total. The tool o f  telephone survey was, in this instance, 
inappropriate and I believe much more dancing would be uncovered through another technique such as personal 
visits.
There are only two arts organisation fiinded groups in the area. One is the class and performance group run by 
Northampton Arts Development and the other is the county youth groups run by Sam Ingram, Dance Animateur. 
Within this grouping there are two contemporary dance classes run by each these people and one street dance 
group run by the Dance Animateur.
“ The Animateur compiles her own listing o f  dancing in the area as does the General Manager o f  Northampton Arts 
Development and these were cross-referenced with the overview survey. The Arts Officer provided the 
Northampton County Council commissioned a consultancy report -Winified Jamieson (1995) ‘Northamptonshire 
Dance Development Consultancy Report’ - which suggests the appointment of a Dance Animateur and comments 
on the lack o f dancing activity in the area.
In each of the Appendices appertaining to questionnaires, a selection o f response forms have been provided for 
information.
This questionnaire framed the following questions; describe your dance style, describe a good dancer, what aspects 
of others’ dancing do you look for?
The questions included: name, telephone number, how often do you attend, do you come on your own, do you 
always dance with the same partner, previous dance experience; as well as some initial questions about the nature 
o f couple dancing, such as ‘how do you signal to change steps’ and ‘do you improvise’?
See Weinberger (1994) for a full discussion o f the role o f film in anthropology and the questions o f how a people 
are represented,
Thomas and Miller (1997) develop this idea further.
Part o f  my undergraduate training involved media and production and so the inclusion o f  this communication tool 
was a natural extension o f  my knowledge base.
For example see the work o f Williams (1991), (1992),(1995), (1997) and (2000); Kealiinohomoku (1976), (1983),
(1989), (1997); Kaeppler (1978), (1994), (1999) and Famell (1994), (1995), as well as the Journal fo r  the 
Anthropological Study o f  Human Movement.
For more information on revealing the role o f the author in the construction of the field, or self-reflexivity, see 
Hastrup (1992a)(1995), Amit (2000), Fox (1991), Pocock (1994), Abu-Lughod (1990), Okely (1992) Stanley
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(1990) and Stanley and Wise (1990). Examples that discuss reflexivity in direct relation to dance are 
Kealiinohomoku (1989), Williams (1991) and Sklar (1991a).
The following is a list o f most o f the classes or performances I attended: contemporain, Ceroc, Irish, Morris, 
contemporary. Line, belly dance, childrens ballet, modem and tap, pubs where people were dancing to a band, 
village greens and town centres where Morris dancers were performing, restaurants where they were learning to 
Line Dance, clubs where they were doing Ceroc, afternoon tea dances and bam dances at village halls. As might be 
expected, in some o f these moments I felt better equipped to join in the dancing than in others - such as the 
contemporary dance class, or had a role to play - such as ‘mother’ at the dancing school performance. In some 
instances, I felt at ease with the people because we had common dancing interests or other links such as the village 
we live in or children who attend school together.
Buckland (1999) clearly states in her introduction in Dance in the Field, that most pluralist cultures, such as ours in 
Great Britain, hold a myriad o f dancing moments and so it may be difficult to link one dance form to issues o f  
authenticity, nationality or other aspects o f  identity for whole groups o f  people who live in western industrialised 
societies.
The anthropological notion that a fieldsite exists beyond the boundaries o f home has been the subject o f much 
recent debate. See Fox (1991) and Amit (2000)
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Part II: Arabie dancing unveiled 
Chapter Three: Sources and Networks
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3.1 Sources and Networks
Arabie dance has been evident in England for a number of years, increasing in popularity 
during the late 1980s and early 1990s. Teachers or leaders, usually trained through an 
informal process of experiences in workshop or class settings rather than a formal teacher 
training system, offer classes in village halls, leisure centres or community centres to 
experienced and inexperienced participants,^ This system is particular to England, although 
there may be similarities in other non-Arabic countries. What is often not part of the training 
or experience is exposure to Arabic dancing as it is found in Muslim or Arabic countries.
There is little or no academic literature available which places this dance form within the 
specific cultural context of non-Arabic countries, although several texts do offer interesting 
comparisons on the role of women in society, body image and the history of the form. In this 
chapter, I will examine these academic texts to provide the reader with an overview of the 
issues and concerns evident in relation to this form. Then the chapter moves to examine the 
populist texts, Internet, videos and television programmes available to the general public in 
England to give an insight into popular perceptions of the form beyond the Arabic context.
3.2 Academic Texts on Arabic Dancing
Although there is selected academic material on the role of entertainment within Islam, few 
of these texts focus directly on dance.^ This section reviews the work of Judith Lynn Hanna, 
Karen Van Nieuwkerk, Maijorie Franken and a film ethnography - Dances o f Egypt (1991) - 
produced by the UCLA Department of Ethnomusicology.^ These texts all discuss the 
attendant issues surrounding the role of women in Islamic society. The role or construction 
of notions o f‘woman’ is also the primary theme found in the populist texts and this forms the 
basis of much of the theoretical concerns of this thesis.
The ethnographic film. Dances o f Egypt (1991), focuses on a number of male and female 
dancers who perform in a variety of contexts in Egypt. The invisible narrator follows 
dancing families to dance events, into their homes and across the countryside to provide the 
spectator with a context appropriate to the participants. Dancers are seen in nightclubs, 
dancing for cruise ship tourists and in street settings, whilst the narrator explains where they 
dance, what they wear and how the costume and music has changed over several decades. 
These are people whose profession has passed from generation to generation. In this film, the 
spectator learns about the daily lives of these people, although the dancers’ place within the 
social and political context of an Islamic society is not explored in any detail. The camera
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captures the dancing in its entirety providing extensive ethnographic data on dance in an 
Arabic context. Although a great deal of the information is provided by the narrator, this 
information is neither problematised or noted to be partial in any way. This is a useful visual 
resource as it provides images of people dancing in contemporary Egypt.
Hanna’s (1988) Dance, Sex and Gender takes as its focus the topics of sex and gender. As a 
dance anthropologist attempting to place dance as the central focus of the academic enquiry, 
she creates an interesting text where dancing is examined in cultural context. To do this she 
draws on the work of Sachs (1937) who will be discussed in the introductory section to the 
populist texts (see Section 3.3) and, to some extent, on other pre-existing texts about Arabic 
dancing for her source material although she is not solely concerned with Arabic dancing. In 
the section titled ‘A Worldwide Erotic and Sex-Role Dance Heritage’ (1988, p.43), Hanna 
explains that she has excluded much from her survey and often, necessarily, taken a “slice of 
human experience out of its embedded context” (1988, p.45). Hanna deals with many 
instances of dancing - current and historical, local and global - that exemplify her readings on 
sex-roles and dancing images of gender construction. In the main, this is a useful text 
although the work on Arabic dancing appears to draw on some problematic constructions of 
dancing in Muslim societies. Buonaventura, an English Arabic dancer, is one of her sources 
(see Section 3.3.3) with other source material such as newspaper reviews of Arabic dancing 
troupes or non-academic texts of Middle Eastern dance.
Hanna explains that within the religious confines of Islam, women are considered to be 
sexual creatures that must be kept covered and secluded in order to safeguard the men as well 
as uphold the social hierarchy (1988, p.48). She claims that women only dance in private or 
for other women. Later she tells her reader that women who dance professionally are often 
women whose marriages have failed and their only recourse for economic freedom is to join a 
troupe of performers and develop their skill of dancing, revealing the existence of dancing in 
more than the private domain and her own concern for highlighting what is socially 
acceptable. In the examples she cites Middle Eastern dancing upholds the social hierarchy 
and, although those participating may read it differently to those who view it, it can be said to 
exemplify the role of women in Muslim societies. The image the Arabic dancers embrace is 
that of a woman who is compliant, glamorous and a sexual object: stereotypes that many 
contemporary women reject (Hanna, 1988, p.64).
This is a useful text, however, its lack of attention to the historical particulars of any given 
form means it must rely on a certain level of assumption. The collection of fragments of
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information is based on a sketchy and problematically substantiated history of Arabic 
dancing/ There is very little information about dancing in contemporary Egypt. In fact, her 
assumption that this dancing is only synonymous with cabaret dancing is problematic and 
raises questions about the use of the term belly dancing, a term that Hanna employs to 
describe the dancing found in Arabic countries.
In contrast, Nieuwkerk (1995), a social anthropologist, suggests that ‘Oriental dancing’ and 
belly dancing are terms used primarily by non-Arabic people unfamiliar with the dancing or 
other customs of particular groups of people. It is a term used to delineate the dancing from 
places such as Egypt or Turkey where there is a tradition of hiring dancers and singers for 
public celebrations. Nieuwkerk’s research, based on dancers in Egypt, examines the “low 
esteem of female performers” in relation to either the “dishonor of the trade” or “the 
prevailing gender ideology” (1995, pp.2-3).
Nieuwkerk concentrates on dancers historically known as ‘ghawazi’, who performed unveiled 
in the streets. These ‘gypsies’ (Nieuwkerk, 1995) dance with sticks and scarves as do the 
dancers in the ethnographic film. Nieuwkerk says the term ‘ghawazi’ no longer refers to 
gypsy, although the term may still have social implications suggesting that these people 
endure financial and social hardships because of their attachment to a kind of place or a type 
of work. In this way, there is no distinction in accent or religion but the social exclusion is 
based on the profession of dancing in contexts that are considered socially unsuitable. Solo 
dances are considered dishonourable and group dances considered to uphold social order. 
Dancing for other women in private spaces such as the home is considered to be appropriate, 
but dancing for men in a nightclub is not.
Nieuwkerk concludes that “at least in Egypt...entertainment is not a dishonorable profession” 
(1995, p. 179); it is not the action of dancing that is dishonourable, but the context in which 
other actions - such as drinking, prostitution and drug-taking also occur that cause dishonour 
(Famell and Williams, 1997, p. 163). Although dancing does not always take place in contexts 
such as these, this is the dominant cultural perception. Nieuwkerk goes on to explain that 
because “female performers are evaluated primarily as women and only secondarily as 
performers, and because they are women who exhibit their bodies, they are shameful” (1995, 
p. 182). The participants are often ambivalent toward their bodies, believing “femininity and 
sexuality help provide them with a living” (1995, p. 184). For these women the shame is not 
something they link to their dancing but something they believe is an inevitable aspect of the
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culture in which they live because they understand that people are not shameful although the 
action they choose to perform in specific places may mean shame becomes attached to them.
In the Nieuwkerk text the (woman’s) body, the body that dances, is still rendered as a one­
dimensional sexual being (1995, p. 184). The social implications are that women who engage 
in this dancing are being sexually enticing whether they perceive themselves to be or not. As 
Franken’s review of Nieuwkerk’s text suggests, the role of dance and gender within any 
society needs to be developed further in order to determine more clearly if the women in this 
case study challenge the construction of gender within their society (Franken, 1997, p. 171) 
and further historical studies would be problematic because of the lack of writings about 
women and the lower classes. Franken states: “in my opinion...Egyptian society is overtly 
misogynous. Western societies are covertly so, but to no greater or lesser degree” (1997, 
p. 172). In Nieuwkerk’s scenario, these dancing women can somehow be represented outside 
their cultural framework, yet living under fundamentalist Islam means that politically women 
have no voice in their society. It is important to note that, although Nieuwkerk is an academic 
and has published this as an academic text, it is often quoted in web pages and Internet 
articles on Arabic dancing.
Franken, an anthropologist specialising in human movement, has her own specialist area 
within the world of Arabic dancing. In her 1996 article she focuses on Arabic dance films 
performed and made by the Reda troupe during the 1950s and broadcast on Egyptian 
television from this time until 1995. She suggests that the founder of the Reda troupe. 
Mahmoud Reda, created a new dance genre that was neither street nor cabaret dancing and 
achieved respectability because it combined Egyptian movements with movements of his 
own invention (1996, p.278-279). The influence of the Hollywood musical genre on Egyptian 
films, Franken claims, has played a large part in the construction of this film genre, but the 
Reda troupe did not simply portray Arabic dancing in a western, or non-Arabic, context. The 
movement was “able to bridge the gap between indigenous dance movements and culturally 
specific features of posture and carriage” (1996, p.278) and was able to harmonise and 
synthesise “the whole into dances that were recognizably Egyptian” (1996, p.278). It was 
Mahmoud Reda’s social position in this “post-revolutionary period” (1996, p.283) that 
encouraged men to attend the performances. Seeing that this was not an unacceptable dance 
form they then took their wives and children to a dance event that celebrated Egyptian 
national identity. Franken suggests that this new genre of folkloric dancing, with its emphasis 
on group (honourable) rather than solo (dishourable) dances shifted the previous dance 
imagery of good or evil dancer in Egyptian films. Because the solo dance is considered to be
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“destructive to society while the group dancers are creating and celebrating social life” (1996, 
p.272) the Reda Troupe gained success by presenting group dances with innovative new 
movement material. This dance style spread and has been adopted into many popular 
entertainments. It is a fundamental consideration in the dancing as it is currently found in 
Egypt.
In the Franken and Nieuwkerk texts, the role of women in Arabic countries is well defined. 
The role of dancing, however, in contemporary Arabic society is less clear. The Haima text 
provides some useful corroborative evidence that links all these texts together, particularly in 
relation to the cultural context of Arabic dancing. As Hanna tells us, women are believed to 
have a right to sexual fulfilment only within the confines of marriage. Outside the safe space 
of the marriage, women are considered dangerous and highly sexual creatures. Thus the 
dancing can only be seen as a metaphor for the sexual act.  ^ She establishes a relationship 
between sex and dancing via the instmment of the human body, telling the reader that “dance 
resonates universal behavioural needs” (1988, p.xiii). Her lack of specific ethnographic 
evidence, however, is problematic and disallows an examination of “gender differences 
within particular socio-cultural environments” (Thomas, 1995, p.xviii). Hanna’s point that 
dancing represents the role of women in Muslim society today is too general, as both Franken 
and Nieuwkerk claim that there is a clear hierarchy of specific dancing circumstances and 
each has its own level of honour/dishonour.^
All authors remind the reader that the customs of Islam regard “female sexuality as such a 
powerful force that its potential disruptiveness must be controlled” (Hanna, 1988, p,51). All 
the sources reveal a similarity of movement material, in as much as the steps are said to be 
similar in many instances, although the meanings and social implications are vastly differing 
in each circumstance. The issue of female sexuality, the role of women in society and the 
relationship between this aspect and the dancing recurs in the texts. In conclusion, there is 
such a small amount of ethnographic research in this area that it is difficult to ascertain the 
relationship between the context and the movement, between the social implications in one 
instance compared to another, or the role dancing plays in contemporary Arabic society. 
Furthermore, as there are no academic texts on Arabic dancing practiced in non-Arabic 
countries, this thesis represents original research that seeks to address particular issues 
emanating from the case study that may also be evident in the populist materials and in other 
instances of Arabic dancing in non-Arabic countries.
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3.3 Populist Source material on Arabic Dancing
This section evaluates the information networks, Internet sites, television programmes and 
the populist texts that are predominantly about Arabic or belly dancing clarifying current 
perceptions about Arabic dancing in England. It is essential contextual information providing 
a fundamental link to the dancing in this case study.
Literature about Arab-Egyptian dancing is publicly available in books, on video and via the 
Internet. Sometimes it is possible to find Arabic dance books in major booksellers, perhaps in 
the Leisure, Healthy Lifestyles or Alternative Therapies section but usually prior knowledge 
is required to find these items, as they are not generally stocked. Specialist bookshops such as 
those dealing with the spiritual or mystical often stock books, videos or journals on belly 
dancing. Most of the journals are available with membership to a regional organisation such 
as the Midlands Arabic Dance Network (MADN). MADN is primarily a support network for 
teachers and performers in the Midlands area of England and their magazine, MOSAIC, 
contains information about workshops, performances and other similar events in the area.
Most of the material reviewed in this section is not widely available or generally visible 
unless you are specifically interested in belly dancing. The influence of this material on the 
propagation of a knowledge base and colloquial assumptions about what belly dancing is, 
who can participate in the form, where and when and how it is to be danced is fundamental.
3.3.1 Training Networks
In England, Arabic dancing has developed through various, and sometimes ad hoc, routes as 
well as through a network of dancers performing in restaurants and at public charitable 
events. When the troupe leader of this case study began her dancing career, she attended a 
‘Belly Dance In’ in Covent Garden, London and from this encounter sought out a teacher in 
Northampton. She says her first encounters with the dancing were not happy memories and it 
was from another visit to London, the following year, that she met several people from the 
East Midlands who would be instrumental in the future developments of the class and 
performance troupe. One of these people was the founder member of the Midlands Arabic 
Dance Network (MADN), Maggie Cafffey.^ The founding and former leader of the dance 
troupe invited the current leader to join her class and troupe after making her acquaintance at 
this meeting. It seems that these informal networks are where the individual learns to become
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a discerning dancer rather than finding established and reputable schools or centres of 
excellence where aesthetic merit has already been determined.
Within the East Midlands, and over much of England, there is a network of Arab-Egyptian 
teachers or leaders of some renown. These people may occasionally be Egyptian or of Arabic 
descent, they may have been to Egypt to train with a professional dancer, or they may have 
attended extensive workshops in this country in order to be perceived as an expert. These 
workshops are usually individual, half or full day sessions, or they may be weeklong 
residential courses focusing on a particular aspect of the dance form. Wendy Buonaventura is 
a “leading exponent of Arabic dance and has been widely praised for her innovative 
performance work, appearing at many international dance festivals and also writing, teaching 
and lecturing” (Bardgett, 2000). She often runs residential summer schools in Bath, England 
where individuals can learn “Egyptian baladi and sagat”.® Other classes, workshops or 
summer schools are linked to particular schools of training, such as the Hilal School of Raqs 
Sharqi (based in London) or the Josephine Wise Academy of Arabic Dance (based in the 
Midlands). Sometimes a local class will invite a teacher or performer of some renown to give 
a workshop. These people are not necessarily from Egypt. They are as likely to live in 
Australia or the United States. The teachers Maggie Cafffey, Josephine Wise and Wendy 
Buonaventura are all English and based in England. These three are frequent visitors to the 
East Midlands and also to the dance class in Northampton.
This has been the dancing landscape until the early 1990s when several schools or training 
centres were established. Owned by individual performers or teachers, the curriculum 
includes “interpretation, technique, choreography of the Baladi, Sha’abi and Sharqi forms, as 
well as development of teaching skills”. This quote is taken from the Hilal School of Raqs 
Sharqi Newsletter, 1994 which advertises summer schools and workshops and which includes 
articles about the dancing. Suraya Hilal’s training of two years and six months includes 
essays, oral presentations and the performance of choreographic work and can be understood 
as a significant shift in the training and development of Arabic dancing in England. ^
The school or course most accessible to the informants in this study is the Josephine Wise 
Academy of Arabic Dance (although the women in this case study do not regularly attend this 
school or workshops offered by Wise). This school offers a similar curriculum to the Hilal 
school and is operated by Josephine Wise, with teacher training by Maggie Caffrey, “a 
leading dancer and researcher of Egyptian Dance in the U.K” (www.jwaad.ndirect.co.uk). 
This course, established in 1992, “aims to raise standards in teaching and to increase dance
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expertise” and is designed for “dancers of Egyptian Dance, group leaders and teachers” 
(www.jwaad.ndirect.co.uk). The course is delivered through workshops and intensive 
summer schools in a variety of venues across the country, and through teaching practice.
There are also freelance teachers who train dancers and believe the establishment of schools, 
such as that of Hilal and Wise’s, are in direct opposition to the needs of the form. Maureen 
O’Farrell is one such teacher and performer. I met O’Farrell in 2000 when convening a 
discussion group on Arabic dancing in London. O’Farrell believes that current practice in 
Cairo is very different to England and most women in England do not have access to this 
vital training.Although she claims to have no commitment to an authentic notion of the 
genre, she is concerned that most teaching found in England is often grounded in a lack of 
knowledge and current political and economic conflicts between individual teachers and 
schools. According to O’Farrell, as a “living genre that is changing and developing” there is 
no need to search for the origins or traditions of the genre, although there may be many other 
teachers who disagree.
Interestingly, participants and leaders in other dance forms such as Ceroc, Salsa, Tango and 
Cajun may have no formal connection to form’s place of origin." In this circumstance, all the 
dancing is taught in a recognised dance class format that regulates the style and aesthetic of 
the form, thus re-inventing the form within the cultural particulars of each instance of 
dancing. The classes offered in England are usually structured to accommodate a large 
number of people. This necessitates the leader, or teacher, operating in a particular manner. 
This formal class structure is one where the student leams to copy and, because the form is a 
social one, the teacher or an organisation (where such a group has taken responsibility for the 
dissemination of the form) holds the power of movement and style selection.
This is a fixing that has never existed and, as far as O’Farrell is aware, does not currently 
exist in E g y p t . T h e  teaching in England, for example, is codified and passed down from 
teacher to student with the style of the teacher inherent in each teaching session. These styles 
are considered to be ‘the’ way to execute the dancing. O’Farrell compares this to teaching in 
Cairo, usually done on a one-to-one basis, where the student arrives to a teaching session, 
watches the student from the previous session, is then coached in her own particular needs 
and styles and concludes her session by performing for the incoming student. In this way the 
student is given individual attention to a style that suits her own body, she leams to watch and 
also leams to perform for others. These three aspects of the genre, Maureen considers to be 
fundamental - watching, performing and developing an individual style.
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Contrary to O’Farrell’s assumptions, Nieuwkerk (1995) outlines new government regulations 
in Egypt for training and registration of all dancers. These dancers attend state recognised 
schools where they are taught ballet and folk (1995, p.63). Whilst there are still many people 
who perform outside these governmental regulations, because they are not trained in this 
regime, it is not the case that all dancers in Egypt have the same previous dancing experience. 
In this sense, O’Farrell’s focus on dancers with no ‘formal’ training excludes other dance 
activities. Her invention of Arabic dancing is as particular to her own needs and aspirations as 
those people who she claims are imparting the dance technique according to western dance 
ideals.
3.3.2 Information available in mass communications technologies
This section focuses on the role of communications technologies on the fieldsite. 
Anthropologically, these communications technologies can be used or examined in many 
ways. Pink, writing about the relationships inherent and perhaps inseparable in 
“anthropological fieldwork, social life, friendship and electronic communications” (2000, 
p. 115), states that communications technology can be a commodity that pertains to the 
material culture of anthropology. This puts the anthropologist and participants in the position 
of ‘consumers’. She suggests that these communications technologies can also be used as 
research tools; objects to be researched, as artefacts; as integral aspects of the practice of our 
participants and as the link or ‘interface’ between ‘us’ and particular ‘others’ (2000, p. 110). 
In this thesis, these technologies are examined as both a practice of the informants and as an 
object to be researched.
I am interested in determining how television and the Internet create new meanings for 
Arabic dancing, as it becomes possible to enter the ‘cyberspace’ where access to knowledge, 
in both word and imagery, bears little or no relation to a geographical place. Whilst there 
may be other facets within communications technologies, they do not play a significant role 
in the lives of the participants. The television programmes I analysed were aired in the mid­
evening television viewing period and all the informants have seen them and quote these 
programmes when discussing their understanding of the form. The material is examined 
further alongside the populist texts on Arabic dancing in Section 3.4.
There are two television programmes that are of prime concern in this section.’"’ The first of 
these is Travels with my Tutu: Deborah Bull Tries Belly Dancing, aired by Channel 4 in 2000 
and narrated by the Royal Ballet Company’s prima ballerina, Deborah Bull. The second is
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one of six programmes in a series called Strictly Dancing: Raqs Sharqi, produced by the 
British Broadcasting Company in 1996. The latter is a documentary style, half-hour 
programme that follows one woman in her pursuit of belly dancing and her discovery of the 
beneficial effects of the form. There are shots of the class she attends, at her home and during 
private tuition sessions where she is executing hip circles and arm undulations. She is 
interviewed about her personal connection to this dancing, relating her difficult medical 
circumstances which include a hysterectomy and back pain, to the need to dance and tells the 
narrator that dancing has given her the chance to live again. Without any support or 
assistance from her doctor, she finds she is left virtually disabled and told to ‘get on with 
life’. Belly dancing, not only helps her to become more physically able, but also restores her 
self-confidence and sense of sexuality.
The participants and the narrator suggest that the movements you execute in belly dancing are 
beneficial for problems associated with the menopause or other similar conditions. Although 
it is not made clear just how these two are associated, images linking the undulations of the 
hips are shown whilst discussions about the anatomy of a woman are heard on the voice-over. 
In this way, a link is implied and because it is not clearly stated it remains unsubstantiated. 
There are particular movements that become the focus of the camera. All appear to be centred 
around the relationship between improving the health and fitness of the dancers rather than 
any further fundamental relationship. Other factors, such as the social context and personal 
relationships she develops whilst pursuing this activity are not the focus of the film and so it 
is not possible to ascertain whether these aspects of the activity have played a part in her 
development. What is made clear is that her interest in the form, although not relevant in the 
first instance, becomes directly linked to her concern and interest in improving her health. 
This is an interesting programme that allows the viewer to understand how the form is taught, 
who participates, what other interests or belief systems the participants may have, what they 
wear and where and when they dance.
The former television programme. Travels with my Tutu: Deborah Bull Tries Belly Dancing, 
was part of a series about social dance forms. In this series the Royal Ballet prima ballerina, 
Deborah Bull, participates in belly dancing and, through her eyes and her perceptions of 
dancing, the viewer engages with the dance form. In this programme. Bull continuously tells 
the camera how difficult she finds the movements. She explains that ballet is rigid, requiring 
the dancer to “hold eveiything in” whilst the belly dance teacher tells her to feel grounded 
and let her hips undulate. Arabic dancers would not suggest that they are ‘letting everything 
hang out’, in Bull’s terms, as the movements require the use of deep muscle groups to
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undulate and move the body from the inside rather than a large external movement that might 
be executed in ballet. The viewer gains an insight into both dance forms and, inadvertently, is 
allowed to make judgements about the size and shape of all the women seen on the screen.
In the final shots of the programme. Bull prepares for a performance at a restaurant. Clad in 
sequins and belly jewels. Bull’s performance experience pervades. The audience applaud and 
the restaurant owner (Bull informs us) asks her to return as a regular performer. Bull’s 
participation highlights the shape of the women, including herself, that appear in the 
programme. Although there is no commentary about body image, it is interesting that the 
position of power - Bull’s - is the slight, lithe figure of the ballet dancer. In both these 
programmes cultural perceptions of body shape and health are imparted through a focus on 
the type of people who participate in this form and how to execute a basic movement 
vocabulary.
The dancing is framed within a vague notion of leisure in that all the participants pursue this 
activity in addition to other social roles such as career or parenting. Whilst all attempts are 
made to value the activity of dancing, there are many areas that are not explored. Clearly it is 
not the remit of these programmes to problematise this dance form, although there are many 
outstanding issues that are embedded in the perceptions of the filmmaker, narrator and 
performers about this form and how to present it to the general public. These and other 
prevalent issues are discussed in Section 3.4.
The Internet sites reviewed have not all been seen by Haraam. Of the seven women in this 
study, however, all but one have access to a computer and regularly search the Internet for 
information about dances, costumes and music for their dancing. In this sense, it operates as 
an element of the practice of my informants, but perhaps not in the way Pink (2000) is 
suggesting. I am not concerned with how the participants use the Internet. Working from the 
premise that these technologies play a significant role in the lives of many people in non- 
Arabic societies, these technologies provide clues as to how we come to understand 
something that is usually not accessible without necessitating the individual in travel to 
foreign places. These technologies are able to bring information to masses of people, usually 
in a generalist way because the information is determined by the potential financial gain that 
may be extracted from the marketing material on the Internet. In this instance, the Internet 
plays a large part in the lives of the participants and so information made generally available 
in these formats is crucial to achieving an overall perspective of belly dancing in England.
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Primarily, the information found on the Internet is generalist in nature with a predominance 
of sites including publicity material for performance troupes. Many of the sites aim to give 
the reader an overview of Arab-Egyptian dancing with links to other related sites. Some 
include information from dancers or teachers, whilst others simply use the medium to 
advertise their own commodity such as costumes, books, videos, classes, teaching, or 
performance troupes. The Internet sites that were researched all contain aspects of the 
following: history, costume, music, choreography, basic class outline and marketing material 
for performance groups or classes. The historical information was similar in all instances and 
all sites included photographs or artistic renditions of Arabic dancers. It is difficult to 
establish or codify the information available by amount because of the changing nature of the 
technology but searching the internet using key words, such as ‘belly dancing’, ‘Oriental 
dancing’, ‘Middle Eastern Dancing’, ‘Arabic dancing’ can at least give an overview of the 
type of material available.
In order to assess the quality of the material, again, a prior knowledge is required as the sites 
vary extensively. As with all other Internet research the reader must be discerning and 
patient. I discovered very little information when using the term ‘Arab-Egyptian dancing’ but 
applying some of the labels listed above supplied me with a vast amount of material with 
each site providing links to other web pages. I discovered one in particular 
(www.bdancer.com) that included articles and comments from a variety of sources. These 
provide the reader with what appeared to be a comprehensive view of the dance form. Even 
though this site has not been updated since 1998 and many of the links are not now available, 
it is still a large source of information. The history of changes to the page reveals no less than 
fifty-seven links or new inclusions between May 1995 and March 1998. Many of the links are 
to the home page of performers or troupes and, amongst the many updates, there are articles 
about the history of belly dancing and how to define the form.
3.3.3 Books, Journal and Magazines
Most books appear to concentrate on the health and leisure aspects of participation in belly 
dancing (as is the case with the videos generally available).’^  An example is a text based on 
dancing in an Arabic country but written for non-Arabic women interested in Arabic dancing, 
is Al-Rawi’s Grandmother’s Secrets, The Ancient Rituals and Healing Power o f Belly 
Dancing (1999). Al-Rawi, an Arabic specialist and teacher of belly dancing, draws on her 
childhood experiences and the history of myth to substantiate her own beliefs about the 
potential of belly dancing. The narrative provides autobiographical as well as prescriptive 
basic choreographic details. Other texts attempt to reveal something of the history of the
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form, such as Buonaventura’s The Serpent o f the Nile originally published in 1989 and 
reprinted in 1995 and again in 1998; The Serpent and the Sphinx published in 1989 and then 
again in 1998; a book on Oriental body care - Beauty and the East, a book o f Oriental Body 
Care (1998b) and two videos demonstrating Arabic dance techniques - Arabic Dance (1993) 
and Arabic Dance in Performance (1997). Many of the historical facts and issues 
Buonaventura raises in the Serpent of the Nile appear in Internet sites and other texts. Hanna 
(1988) and Nieuwkerk (1995) refer to her work within their academic context.’^  The findings 
of her work are widely accepted and her writings about Arabic dancing concur with the 
perceptions about Arabic dancing by those who participate in the form. These texts, and 
others like them, tend toward searching for the origins of the dance, even when they are 
assuring the reader that this is a dance form with an unknowable past. The format of these 
texts recall Kealiinohomoku’s (1970, reprinted in 1983) point that the existing texts on the 
history of dance begin with ‘primitive’ dance and move toward western dance or ‘our’ dance.
In brief, these perceptions appear to be: women who participate in Arabic dance are interested 
in pursuing an alternative image of womanhood; they believe this form is more than a leisure 
pursuit; the dancing is linked to ancient fertility rites, the Goddess and other sacred dances. In 
order to understand how these perceptions are manifest in the texts reviewed the following 
sections move through a linear progression to examine the evidence brought to the historical 
understanding of Arabic dance. This section concludes with a detailed account of the myth of 
origins premise that becomes evident throughout the section.
3.4 Evidence from the primitive to the present day
This section examines early anthropological writings on dance, non-Arabic interpretations of 
archaeological findings, folklorists’ writings about dancing and ancient ritual implied hy 
Buonaventura to form a significant part of the history of the form. Buonaventura (1998a) says 
that this dance form has a complex, and in some ways unknowable past. In one sense, this is 
also what Franken and Nieuwkerk suggest. Their point, however, is that the low standing of 
women in society, and the fact that dancers were usually from the lower classes has led to the 
exclusion of dancing from historical records. On the one hand, Buonaventura would like the 
reader to believe that the hidden history is based on a lack of research in the appropriate 
areas; on the other hand, Franken and Nieuwkerk make it quite evident that there is no 
evidence to be assessed.
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Buonaventura’s particular selection of source materials is primarily western as opposed to 
Arabic. They are non-dance sources that rely on the author to assume a link between an 
artistic image and dancing of a particular time. Examining these artefacts from another 
culture requires an understanding of the cultural context. It is not sufficient to assume that the 
body can create a universal language that can be understood across cultural barriers 
(Williams, 2000, p. 156). The readings of the historical evidence in the Arabic dance texts 
constructs Arabic dancing from a western perspective.
3.4.1 Establishing the parameters o f a constructed Arabic dance history 
This section concentrates on a detailed analysis of the Buonaventura texts with additional 
forays into other populist texts, in order to examine the particular types of evidence used in 
the historical construction of Arabic dancing. Buonaventura’s pre-twentieth century evidence 
is, necessarily, non-dance based. She moves through a linear temporal trawl (see Figure 3.1) 
to provide her readers with a clear history of this form even though Franken and Nieuwkerk 
noticeably establish that Muslim patriarchal history contains little or no trace of this dancing. 
The following is a list of sources employed by Buonaventura to substantiate her Arabic dance 
history: 1) early dance anthropology writings, 2) archaeological images and folklorist’s 
writings about ancient ritual, 3) images of women by ‘Orientalist’ artists in the 1800s, 4) 
early silent films, peep shows and World Trade Fairs of the late 1800s, 5) 1940s Hollywood 
film musicals, 6) American Modem Dance. The following sections are presented in a linear 
fashion much as Buonaventura presents her findings.
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Figure 3.1 Buonaventura’s Arabie Dance Timeline
This linear approach to the history of this dance form reveals a lack of primary source 
evidence from anywhere prior to the 1920s.________________________________________
Date Content
1980s
1930-50S
1920s
1900s
1800s
1500-1800
2-6* Century BC
Pre-History
Beginnings of Time
Egyptian performers (Fifi Abdou, Suhair Zaki, Reda Troupe) other non-Arabic 
performers (Wendy Buonaventura)
Still images from Egyptian films (Masabni, Samia Gamal w /Farid al-Atrache, 
Tahia Carioca) and American films (Claudette Colbert, Mae West)
Still images from films (Agnes de Mille), images for costumes for shows (Erte, 
Folies Bergeres)
Costumes for ballets, still images from films of Collette, Mata Hari, Ruth St. Denis, 
Theda Bara; postcards (private collections)
Photography- private collections, National Geographic collection, unknown 
sources
Renoir, Ingres, Dinet, Gerome (‘Orientalist’ artists renditions o f ‘Eastern’ beauty
Objects, iconography
Cave paintings (extracted from early dance anthropology, history)
Ritual dances, fertility rites (extracted from early dance anthropology, folklorists 
writings, early anthropology)
3.4.1.1 Evidence from writings and images about the primitive
In the first chapter, Buonaventura (1998a) mentions cave paintings in an attempt to establish 
links between ancient fertility rites and this dancing. She tells the reader that her historical 
sources are exclusively western authors and archaeological sources are primarily anecdotal 
and unsubstantiated, yet this does not deter her from continuing to find supporting evidence 
to link this dancing with ritual ceremonies and magical moments. Buonaventura moves on to 
quotations from the Englishwoman Lucie Duff Gordan who lived in Egypt during the 1860s, 
extracts fi-om classical Greek texts such as Aristotle, Latin historians, and Roman papyrus - 
anywhere, it would seem, where there is reference to dancing. From “the fi-agments of 
description down the years” (Buonaventura, 1998a, p.43), Buonaventura concludes that in the
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last thousand years the form is little changed or developed. She goes on to suggest, 
“(t)oday’s dance is a far cry from its ancient ancestor, one of the oldest dances in creation, yet 
traces of its distant past still cling to it and often reveal themselves in unexpected ways” 
(Buonaventura, 1998a, p. 11). She believes it to have evolved from ancient rituals and 
sacrificial rites.
Articles and even textbooks on Arabic dancing all seem to contain similar historical links. 
Harding claims that Eastern dance “has an ancient and complex history” (1998, p.l) yet 
“there is still something that can be readily identified as ‘belly dance’” (1998, p.l). She 
considers traditional associations with religious and erotic events as well as origins in fertility 
cults to be the significant historical features of the dancing. Another author who seeks to link 
this dance form with sexuality is Desmond Morris, who offers the following: “belly dancing 
dates back to the time when harem girls straddled the bloated bodies of their masters and 
made vigorous pelvic movements to aid the sexual consummation of their sexual encounters” 
(1987. p. 186). He goes on to add that the undulating and thrusting actions of the copulation 
movements are known today as ‘traditional folk dance movements’ (1987, p. 186).
An intriguing alternative to the evolutionist approach is presented by Al-Rawi (1999), who 
suggests that “primitive does not refer to any historical period, defined in terms of space and 
time, but rather to an inner level of consciousness” (1999, p.29). By relating belly dancing to 
spirituality, Al-Rawi makes the link between this dancing and rituals. Again, it can be seen as 
an evolutionist approach in essence and links to notions of ancient ritual dancing, although 
she is less concerned to make a case for a geographically located history or histories and 
more interested in developing the notion that matriarchal cults always contained dancing, and 
that this dancing “was the most important magical practice of all” (1999, p.29). Women, she 
says, “through a seemingly endless succession of mothers and daughters” (1999, p.30) have 
been the “mortal representatives of the Great Mother Earth” (1999, p.30). The history in this 
text will never have been written before, according to Al-Rawi, because it is a female-centred 
history that has evolved and developed through the action lineage of mothers and daughters.
Al-Rawi relates Arabic or belly dancing to a mythic history of the “Great Goddess” (1999, 
p.31) and the “blood and fertility rituals” that can be found to “go back as far as 30,000 BC” 
(1999, p.30). Whilst this is still an unfounded history, and not clearly grounded in historical 
research, it does provide a more coherent link to the potential spiritual nature of the dance 
through a historical examination of myths and legends of matriarchal culture.'*
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In all these texts the links to the primitive, fertility rites and rituals appear to spring from a 
desire to search for a theory of continuity, a need to believe in unity and evolution. 
Buonaventura and other writers on Arabic dancing rely on anecdotal evidence and a rather 
mystical approach that is also evident in much of the early anthropological and folklorist 
writings in an effort to substantiate the people who practice Arabic dancing in its global form.
3.4.1.2 Evidence from the 1800s: a misappropriation of images
This section examines the work of ‘Orientalist’ artists of the 1800s. I will suggest that 
Buonaventura’s selection of the work of certain artists renders a particular perception of 
Arabic dancing and Arabic women. The work of the Orientalist artist, according to art 
historians, represents a particular interest in or affinity to a world beyond that of the artist 
(Gombrich, 1989, p.397).’^  In many of these images western ideals of beauty (Coote and 
Shelton, 1992) were embedded in the images of Arabic women bathing or dressing in the 
privacy of harems. Often these artists had not travelled to Egypt, although world travel was 
becoming more accessible from the nineteenth century onwards. Many artists were travelling 
to new places to discover new sources and inspirations for their work.^°
Buonaventura has selected images that portray women in a specific fashion. The images 
created by Ingres (1780-1867) and Renoir (1841-1919), and presented by Buonaventura, 
represent a particular kind of woman. The former had an interest in absolute precision in life 
drawing (Gombrich, 1989, p.399) and the latter had an interest in the effects of sunlight on 
the image rather than the detail of the image itself (Gombrich, 1989, p.412). The label of 
Orientalist artist is not one applied by Gombrich although it is a label used by other art 
scholars such as those mentioned in this section. The term is applied to encompass any artist 
or writer of the nineteenth century with an interest in depicting their impressions of Eastern 
culture. A favourite subject of these Orientalist artists was women, who were often more 
representative of the artists’ fantasy infused with particular artistic ideals of beauty. The 
depiction was of voluptuous women, often undressed taking coffee or bathing in the women’s 
quarters. “The depiction...often (placed) the observer in a phantasm promising sexual 
ftilfilment” (Carlton, 1994, p. 19). Buonaventura applies the terra to artists who created 
images of the Arab world who, she proposes, “discovered in the veil the perfect metaphor for 
the unknown, and used it to symbolize the hidden, tantalizing nature of Middle Eastern 
women” (1998a, p.83).
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According to Said, the West’s knowledge of the Orient is bound up with its domination over 
it (1975, reprinted 1995, p.3). Orientalism, in Said’s terms, is the projection of exotic fantasy 
over the reality of life in the Orient. In these terms, anyone growing up in a western 
Imperialist society will take on its ideologies and it would follow that the work of these 
particular artists would portray their subjects in light of their own cultural perceptions. In 
other words, the perception that Middle Eastern women were tantalising is, in fact, a part of a 
system of representations that has shaped western perceptions about the Orient (Said, 1975, 
1995, p.202) where notions of the Orient are bound together with perceptions of the exotic 
and mysterious. Buonaventura, however, is sure that Said’s work is not applicable to her own.
(T)he current widely held view of Orientalism derives from Edward 
Said’s thesis that the West has exploited, misunderstood and even 
invented the East for its own sinister purposes. From the wealth of 
material available, it is easy to select examples that suit this theory and 
ignore those that do not.
1998a, p.55
She appears to be claiming, from her various source materials that there is not sufficient 
evidence to suggest that westerners, or non-Arabic people, writing about the Orient did so in 
ways that would denigrate the lives of those living in countries in the so-called East.
As feminist art historian Lewis suggests, the work of the Orientalist artists on dancing girls in 
the paintings of the 1800s were fetishised into a female sign of the Orient’s exotic nature 
(1996, p. 173). Lewis claims that work undertaken by women at this time tended to de- 
sexualise the harem, domesticating it (1996, p. 127) and shifting the idea of a tantalising 
Middle Eastern woman to one who exists in a world exclusive to women. These alternate 
images of women, not presented to the reader in Buonaventura’s text, avoid nudity and overt 
sexuality (Lewis, 1996, p. 174).
In the selection of images by Renoir and Ingres, there is a particular notion of beauty that is 
bound together with western ideologies. Art is a social product (Wolff, 1993, p.l) and as such 
reflects upon the society in which it is created. As Wolff suggests, the specific modes of 
production for artists are determined at a given time by social relations in the more general 
mode of production. On this point, dance academic Daly helps to frame the complications 
presented here. She says “(f)or several decades, ‘beauty’ has been banished from critical 
discourse and justifiably so, because as a category of disinterested evaluation, it had long 
been used as a facile criterion for replicating the form and privilege of dominant culture”
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(2000, p.41). The dominant culture’s vision of beauty is what Renoir and Ingres painted. This 
vision represented women as more rounded and overtly sensual. This is not the history of 
Arabic dancing but the history of aesthetics - a consideration of universals according to Coote 
and Shelton (1992, p.4). Buried within this history of aesthetics is a dependence on 
acceptance of a moral discourse which relies on acceptance of certain principles of ‘good and 
true’ (Gell, 1992, p,41) such as these representations of women. Buonaventura applies these 
images without questioning their suitability in order to construct and substantiate a particular 
‘look’ for women who participate in this dancing. This look, embodied in the paintings from 
the 1800s, is Buonaventura’s perception of dancing beauty. In this case an interest in ‘harking 
back’ to an image from a previous period in history needs to be examined in its own right.
Presenting the reader, however, with a different collection of images would not necessarily 
mean that these images would not be the subject of “the fantasy mechanisms associated with 
Orientalism” (Lewis, 1996, p. 184) because individuals who write about, or view in any way, 
the works of art also hold ideological perceptions. In this sense, Buonaventura may herself 
still be operating from an ideological perception of the ‘exotic east’ by undertaking exactly 
what she cannot excuse in the work of Said; the selection of specific images and writings, 
leaving behind that which problematises her position.
3.4.1,3 The beginning of the twentieth century to the present- Danse du ventre appears
It is Buonaventura’s belief that an interchange between East and West began at the 
‘Expositions’ of world culture and with the developments in science and technology. She 
examines World Trade Exhibitions, silent films and peep shows for evidence of this 
interchange. World Trade exhibitions were popular at the end of the nineteenth century and 
the inclusion of Arabic dancers at these novel events provided non-Arabic people with their 
first true images of Arabic danceis. This shifted perceptions about the dancing, which, until 
this moment had been dependent on artists’ or writers’ renditions of Arabic culture and its 
dancing. It is also at this time, the beginning of the twentieth century, that a new term for 
belly dancing appears: danse du ventre.
Hobin suggests “danse du ventre (literally belly dance) of Turkish origin was introduced to 
Paris by Turkish women who exhibited it in Midway Palisance of the Colombian Exposition 
in Chicago, 1893, and then at the California Midwinter Exposition in San Francisco” (1982, 
p. 14). Carlton, a dance teacher in America, suggests that danse du ventre was the French 
colonial name for the women’s dances from North Africa and the Middle East (1994, p.ix). 
Although the origins of this are still a mystery, Carlton suggests that the original dancers who
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introduced this form to America were the gypsy, or ghawazi from Egypt (1994, p.ix). The 
dancing was appropriated by American dancers and made into a sort of pseudo-Oriental 
dance that reflected the interest in the Orient (1994, p.ix). In her account of the lack of 
historical evidence to support the publicly held notion that the dancer ‘Little Egypt’ was the 
first dancer from an Arabic country to appear at the World Expositions, she suggests that 
Little Egypt did not perform at the Midway Palisance, at the World’s Columbian Exposition 
in Chicago, 1893. She presents evidence of other dancers who were present at this event, 
some of whom were of Arabic origin and many American dancers, who replaced the Arabic 
dancers because the public found them more palatable with their performance of a western 
perception of the exotic east. Little Egypt is reputed to have brought the exotic dancing from 
Egypt to America and instigated what became known as the hootchy-kootchy. Indeed, even 
the academic Thomas attributes the beginnings of this less than respectable dance form to 
Little Egypt (1995, p.73). It appears, according to Carlton, that there were many women who 
were called Little Egypt at this time and no evidence of a dancer of this name at the Chicago 
Exposition. Similarly, there is no evidence of the introduction of the term ‘hootchy-kootchy’. 
The hootchy-kootchy dancers were “pseudo-Oriental” dressed in exotic costumes developing 
the popular interest in all things Oriental (1994, p.57). Her source material suggests the 
woman who might truly be the Little Egypt performed what might be better called a 
striptease (1994, p.79), providing an early prototype for the modem day stripper.
The term danse du ventre could also be the French term developed from a film of the same 
name, according to both Buonaventura and Nieuwkerk. As well as live performances, short 
films such as Danse du Ventre and The Passion Dance (1896) began to appear in peep shows 
and in “slot machines on the boardwalk of Atlantic City” (Buonaventura, 1998a, p. 104). 
Later Danse du Ventre was to become the first film ever censored (Buonaventura, 1998a, 
p. 105). It is unclear from the sources whether these films contained images of Arabic or non- 
Arabic dancers, although Buonaventura believes the dancers were probably of Arabic origin 
because of “their technique” (Buonaventura, 1998a, p. 105), in scantily clad costumes and 
with thrusting pelvic movements. These images were considered risqué in an era when 
revealing a woman’s ankle caused a shock (Buonaventura, 1998a, p. 104).
Nieuwkerk, drawing on the work of Buonaventura, suggests that Arabic dancers, particularly 
the dancer known as ‘Little Egypt’, originally performed the dances that appeared at these 
large exhibitions. Although non-Arabic audiences had eagerly awaited these dancers because 
they had been enticed by the ‘exotic’ images in early paintings, they were shocked by the 
overt pelvic movements (1995, p.42). During the late Victorian era women often learned how
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to do movements extracted from the Arabic form in order to entertain guests at social 
occasions (Carlton, 1994), although pelvic movements were never included in these displays 
as it was considered vulgar and socially unacceptable. These filmic images were vastly 
different to the earlier Orientalist portraits and, according to Buonaventura “(t)he physical 
appearance of the dancers who appeared at the world trade fairs was often met with a 
combination of distaste and disappointment” (1998a, p. 103). The introduction of this term 
marks the shift in the form to a theatrical context that is evident in the work of early Modem 
Dance history (Section 3.4.1.4) and potentially in the work of striptease artists or other 
entertainers working in restaurants or nightclub settings (Section 3.4.1.5).
3.4.1.4 American Modern Dance and theatrical renditions o f Arabic dancing 
There are particular dancers in the history of American modem dance who have helped to 
shape Arabic dancing as an artistic form that reveals the ‘essence’ of the form in a high art 
context (Buonaventura, 1998a, p. 197). Buonaventura suggests Isadora Duncan, Ted Shawn 
and Ruth St. Denis had a particular impact on the world of Arabic dancing. Al-Rawi also 
makes reference to a similar influence. “Isadora Duncan and...Ruth St. Denis, drew 
inspiration from Eastern dances in their search for renewal... it was presented as interesting 
only because it was exotic and foreign (1999, p.49).
Even though Buonaventura believes performing this dance in theatrical settings is 
problematic, this is exactly what dancers like Ruth St. Denis were determined was most 
appropriate to do. The American dancers were interested in gaining respectability for their 
dancing by extricating it from a history of sexual allure that was attributed to the peep shows, 
the hootchy-kootchy of the exotic dancers. How the dancing had existed in Muslim countries 
was of no concern to these western dancers. The interest in the exotic, or oriental, was 
secondary to their interest and commitment to the “feminine divine principle” (Erdman, 1996, 
p.290). In London Maud Allan dressed her Salome character in a flimsy skirt and beaded bra 
providing her audience with a modem day version of the nineteenth century Orientalist 
images. ^  Here was a lithe, slender Orientalist image in the flesh.
Although St. Denis was concerned that her dancing was seen as ‘high’ art rather than popular 
entertainment, she did perform in vaudeville throughout her career (Thomas, 1995, p.72). She 
was popular with American audiences and her effect on early American Modem dance was, 
in part, due to her ability to evoke in her audience a sense of far away place and long ago 
times. St. Denis’s Radha was new and different from “the hootchy-kootchy activities of the 
other ‘Oriental’ dancers of the day, as the review of the day seem to indicate” (Thomas, 1995,
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p.73), St. Denis helped to create oriental dance into a genre “created by western devotees 
with eastern ideas and values and extended by dancers from places that seemed to Europeans 
oriental, the style influenced dancers who arrived in Europe from the Orient and also dancers 
in the Orient” (Erdman, 1996, p.288). St. Denis’ interest in the Orient was also part of a 
larger social interest in Oriental themes and “her supporters saw in her a serious attempt to 
translate oriental principles into American art” (Thomas, 1995, p.79).
Unlike St. Denis, Loie Fuller moved to France and became a part of European high society 
with a longstanding relationship with the Folies-Bergère (Latimer, 1999, p.83). Images of 
Fuller’s dancing traversed the globe in souvenir photographs and publicity posters. Her 
dancing was also the subject of images in peep shows (Latimer, 1999, p.83). Although she 
did not perform in America or England the images created in other formats were circulated in 
both these countries. Latimer suggests that Fuller represented an aspect of femininity that was 
both new to America in its freedom of movement and traditional in the movement’s ability to 
reiterate “clichés of feminine sexuality” (1999, p.86).
Both St. Denis and Duncan were individualistic women, supporters of women’s rights, and 
were interested in creating new perceptions of dancing women in America. They were part of 
a larger group of men and women who helped to develop dancing from the extreme choices 
of classical ballet or vaudeville into a socially acceptable new art form. Duncan believed that 
the “spiritual is rooted in the body” and that the “function of dance was to celebrate and 
reveal, through body movement, the inner emotional life which stems from the soul” 
(Thomas, 1995, pp. 63-64).
Here we have the introduction of one of the most interesting dichotomies in this dance form: 
freedom in the movement that comes to represent a woman’s new found personal freedom, 
whilst presenting movements that somehow represent and reiterate traditional female 
stereotypes. This dichotomy is also evident in Koritz’s (1997) work on Maud Allan’s Vision 
of Salome. She claims that Allan’s dance was transgressive because it upset the polarity 
between East and West (1997, p. 135). She suggests that ‘authentic’ Eastern dancing would 
have been distasteful to the Victorian English audience. Therefore Allan’s ability to represent 
the ‘beauty’ of the dance was potentially more to do with her ability to give a perception, a 
vision or an essence of something Eastern (1997, pp. 141-2). In this sense, Allan was 
upholding the prevailing Imperialist attitudes held in Victorian England. Presenting a 
particular ‘essence’, or a racial and gender stereotype, allowed her dancing to be seen to be 
English rather than truly Eastern or Arabic. It was not the reality of dancing from Eastern
countries that was in vogue, rather the western perception of the East as had been perpetuated 
by artists for many years.
Unlike Fuller and St. Denis, Allan felt the need to publicly denounce the women’s suffrage 
movement. Her efforts to align herself with more traditional notions of woman - mother, 
nurturer, subservient to men - can be seen as an effort to underplay her own cultural 
transgressions as an “unmarried, childless, and self-supporting woman” (Koritz, 1997, p. 144). 
Allan was able to invoke a moral high ground that claimed women hold a spirituality and 
moral superiority. A “belief in the spiritual value of dance enabled Allan to situate the public 
display of the female body” (Latimer, 1999, p. 146). In other words, by simply avoiding being 
characterised as someone who was engaged in a form of physical display she was able to 
achieve social legitimacy. Koritz posits that by dancing in this way Allan was affirming the 
spiritual nature of womanhood and the west’s superiority and rightful domination over the 
East (1997, p.l41).
The interest in the orient and the development of this theme allowed young women who had 
previously been taught oriental movements to perform in the ‘parlour’, to acquire the courage 
to begin to transform their interest in this form of dancing in a public and artistic context. 
According to Koritz, “the aesthetic and social legitimacy granted Maud Allan increased the 
possibility that dance would become an acceptable career for middle-class women” (1997, 
p. 148) and this assisted in the infraction of the social taboo against female public display. 
Allan’s dancing and her talking about her dancing allowed the public to believe the issues of 
the body on display were of no significance in her high art performances.
This has assisted in the development of this dance form into the acceptable circles of society. 
Also, perhaps the ideological and political beliefs of Duncan began to take root in Arabic 
dancers in both America and Egypt. However the influences took place, they did not only 
affect America. They affected the dancing in Egypt and these influences were cyclical, in that 
the cultural exchanges were taking place in many places in a sort of temporal give and take. 
Images from Hollywood films affected Egyptian cinema and the dancers in Egypt; dancers 
from Egypt travelled to America and England to perform and so become exposed to the new 
and emerging American Modem Dance; and dancers from America travelled throughout 
Europe being exposed to Arabic and other dancers. One of the most important factors for 
Arabic dancing in non-Arabic countries is the issue of how to read the images of the female 
body on display within each cultural circumstance. This is discussed in depth in the 
subsequent chapters.
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3.4.1.5 Hollywood meets Arabie dancing and the world of nightclub entertainers
Two writers with articles on the Internet, Mushing (2000) and Al-Amira (1998), attribute the 
current look of the form to the 1940s movies where the movements of the pelvis and the 
shoulders were over emphasised. Other Internet sites suggest that the dancing is “folkloric 
and its exact origins are hard to trace” (www.gsu.edu/~laweibx/beledi, p.l). Al-Amira (1998) 
says “westernisation and exploitation of the dance has changed its meaning” (Al-Amira, 
1998, p.4) and that 1940s Hollywood films have influenced the current form of belly dancing. 
The images of dancers in 1940s films were women scantily dressed, performing exaggerated 
oriental style movements.
Marjorie Franken points out that the interchange of ideas may not reside primarily with the 
Egyptian dancers and spectators being the conduit for interpretation of the Hollywood 
musical. It also lay between Egyptian filmmakers and Hollywood.
When western musicals experienced a Latin American phase, so did 
Egyptian musicals...These extremes then constituted the image of the 
female dancer on screen; a very ‘Oriental’ image or a very westernised 
one. The former was indigenous but disreputable; the latter imported and 
sophisticated.
1996, p.271
Franken makes it clear that Egypt’s film industry has played a significant role in the 
development of dancing. It is not only the effects of Hollywood images that have radically 
altered the dancing in cabarets and in other settings in Egypt and non-Arabic countries. As 
Monaco (1981) notes, the codes and conventions of any art form are linked to the technical 
features of that medium. This, in turn, means that the dance screened on “film and television 
is influenced by all of these economic, political, technical and aesthetic components and, in 
turn, the images that are screened shape the spectator’s perceptions of dance” (Dodds, 2001, 
p.4). Although Franken’s article is exclusively about Egyptian cinema, it reveals some 
interesting correlations to Buonaventura. The potential that there was cultural interchange 
occurring in the film industry across both countries complicates Buonaventura’s position that 
the western Hollywood image is sophisticated and the indigenous was somehow socially 
unacceptable because it lacks sophistication. The blurring of boundaries between notions of 
‘East’ and ‘West’ through the film genre brings into question to what extent the codified 
images such as ‘oriental’ and ‘western’ can contain a singular ideological position.
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Another aspect of the Hollywood musical was its choreography created for the camera. This 
work tended toward “tap, vaudeville and social dance styles” (Dodds, 2001, p.5) and often 
had particular stylistic qualities in the camera work. These included involving the camera in a 
panoramic view of the dancers in close up and a suspension of the plot in the work of Busby 
Berkley, to the solos and duets integrated into the all-important narrative of Fred Astaire 
(Dodds, 2001, p.6). Dancers who might otherwise, in social settings, move all around a space 
with no particular sense of front began to dance for the camera, creating a front-on 
perspective that would move easily in spaces typical of a western proscenium theatre.
Although Buonaventura is hesitant about how well Arabic dancing suits or fits with a theatre 
art form and still remain true to its ideals, she is clear that the transformation of this dancing 
onto the stage (or, 1 would suggest, for the screen) will alter the isolated movements to a 
more choreographed and presentational form. Buonaventura says many dancers believe the 
dancing can be transformed into a “sophisticated theatre art in the cabaret context” (1998a, 
p. 155) although she is more inclined to believe that the context of the club can only generate 
an audience who go to “see an attractive woman (whose performance skill is more or less 
immaterial) parading her charms while they digest their dinner” (1998a, p. 155). According to 
Hanna, producers of cabaret dancing are known to exploit women, using tipping as an excuse 
to pay low wages (1988, p.64).
The dancing found in Arabic countries was affected by the Hollywood musical images of 
‘Oriental’ dancers and these changes are evident in the cabaret dancing of today (Nieuwkerk, 
1995, p.42). Buonaventura claims that Arabic dancing in club settings, in many countries, 
has an emphasis on the “fantasy of Oriental dance, Hollywood-style spectacle and show 
business” (1998a, p. 153). The evidence is in the 1920s style costume which emerged and 
“owed its inspiration to Hollywood... The western Oriental dance outfit, a combination of 
bra, low-slung gauzy skirt with side slits and bare midriff, was adopted by Arab dancers and 
became the cabaret uniform” (Buonaventura, 1998a, p. 152).
According to Buonaventura this costume began to alter as the dancers starting wearing high 
heels or ballet shoes and costumes seen in Hollywood films (1998a, pp.48-49). Nieuwkerk 
believes this position needs further research (1995, p. 198). She believes there is pictorial 
evidence to support claims that the original dance costume worn in Egypt of a wide skirt, 
undershirt and waistcoat was altered by western dancers into the two piece, glittery outfit still 
evident today. These transformations are apparent in images in the west before they appear in
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Egypt and Nieuwkerk acknowledges the role of Hollywood but adds that Egyptian cinema 
may also feature in these transformations.
Carlton adds to the complexity of this by implying that the early dancers who attempted to 
portray western notions of some Eastern ideal were aided in their popularity by those 
interested to boost the economic success of the World Trade Fairs (1994, p,24). Unlike the 
Modem dancers that were seeking new forms of dance, as stated earlier, these dancers are 
more likely links to current versions of the striptease artist. The infamous Little Egypt was, in 
all her manifestations, a “pseudo-Oriental”, dressed in an exotic costume who performed a 
variety of possibilities (Carlton, 1994, p.79). What does seem evident from all these 
examples is that global Arabic dancing has been influenced by a large number of factors; 
some of them have been documented and many others still remain to be explored.
3.4.2 Myths of Origin
As Lévi-Strauss would say: “The problem is: where does mythology end and where does 
history start?” (1978, p.38). As in the examples of writing about the Tsimshian he examines, 
the world of Arabic dancing has no written history and so it is extremely difficult to find out 
what can be considered to be historical information and what is more in the region of 
legendary tradition or myth. It would seem, from the evidence in the previous section, that 
there is an assumption made by most of the populist writers on Arabic dance that current 
images and constructions of non-Arabic dancing can be linked to contemporary and historical 
images of Arabic dancing. Theoretically speaking, however, “specific dances or complexes of 
dances...cannot be made to coincide with each other in any simple or easy fashion” 
(Williams, 1995, p.46). This approach, also evident in many Victorian writings and debunked 
by academics, is to assume an historical link between movement and dancing and between 
primitive and modem societies. Kealiinohomoku, who gives the first critical account of this 
evolutionist approach in 1976, warns dance scholars that it is a “gross error to think of groups 
of peoples or their dances as being monolithic wholes” (1983, p.534). Substantiation of 
historical claims must be made with plausible supporting evidence (Williams, 2000, p. 16). 
This is an historical account steeped in connections to historical possibilities, rather than the 
new histories advocated by current dance academics. '^* The result of this pseudo-history 
(Williams, 2000, p. 16) is the unsubstantiated historical findings appear in a slippery mire of 
possibilities rather than real evidence of dancing.
Examples of such evolutionist writing claim that the dance is inherited from “savage 
ancestors”, is an expression of the soul, and has become a “conscious” aspect in man’s
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attempt to control destiny. It is a “sacrificial rite...and prophetic vision” (Sachs, 1937, p.4). 
In Sachs’s The World History o f the Dance, his ‘hierarchical’ approach to the anthropological 
findings suggests dancing was a fundamental aspect of a primitive civilization that can be 
linked to a more rational, developed civilization (Williams, 1995, p.44). As Grau (1998) 
points out this search for origins is not a trait that has ceased to operate in dance writings. She 
cites texts as late as the 1980s still assuming that ‘“(w)e are at one end of the scale, the 
‘primitives’ are at the other” (1998, p. 198). Sachs is just one example in relation to Arabic 
dancing. What the authors of populist texts on Arabic dancing appear to be searching for is a 
way to legitimate the dance. Early anthropological writings on dance provide somewhat 
circumspect evidence (Williams, 1986, p. 166). Grau tells us that Victorian writings on dance 
were preoccupied with the origins of almost everything (1998, p. 197).^  ^ Anthropologists 
studying human movement in the 1970s later demolished his evolutionist approach, making it 
clear that, just as modem non-western peoples do not represent earlier stages of western 
cultural evolution, so too non-westem dance does not represent earlier stages of western 
dance. ^
There is no way of knowing the origins of any form of dance although many of the Arabic 
dance texts are constructed based on this faulty assumption. The effect of this approach is a 
universalising of the concept of dance. In this creation, dance can and does transcend 
boundaries of time and place and need not take account of the participants’ understanding of 
the concept. Kealiinohomoku gives a thorough account of writings in dance history that have 
been based on, what she considers to be, flawed origin theories. “(0)ne must remember that 
man has been on this earth for a long time before he made cave paintings and statuary, so that 
archaeological finds can hardly tell us about the beginnings of dance” (Kealiinohomoku, 
1983, p.534). Typical of folklorist theory at the turn of the twentieth century was an interest 
in determining the origins of those things considered “traditional customs” (Buckland, 2000, 
p. 118). The theory of cultural survival suggests that all traditional customs had their origins 
in primitive rituals. Although Buckland claims there is no sound historical evidence to 
support this writing, it is still evident in many populist texts on dancing (2000, p. 105). 
Buonaventura, for example, uses the work of Sachs, mentioned earlier, to substantiate her 
historical findings. The result is the attribution of contemporary instances of Arabic dancing 
to particular primitive rituals. Inherent in this approach is the assumption that this dance form 
is ‘traditional’, in that it belongs to the Arabic people and has been passed down from 
generation to generation (Buckland, 2000, p. 103). What appears to be at stake here is the 
authenticity of the form. ^
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The idea of a constructed history exists in all the evidence Buonaventura brings to her very 
global understanding of Arabic dancing. Figure 3.2 offers an alternative reading, or a 
conceptual framework where all the possible source material is of equal importance (and 
equally problematic). The dance form is at the centre, with the concepts of spirituality and 
femininity acting as a semi-permeable membrane, or filter, between the form and the 
selection of particular historical sources. In this way, the filters determine which historical 
aspects are allowed into the centre of the circle, or into the defining features of Arabic 
dancing and what is extracted from this interrelationship. Section 3.5 returns to the populist 
texts to clarify this particular construction of an Arabic dancer. In this, the notions of 
femininity and spirituality emerge and are explained in detail.
Figure 3.2 Constructing a history for contemporary Arabic Dance
Buonaventura (1989) has selected images and objects from a range of sources to validate her 
notion of Arabic dancing. Rather than attempting to place this in a time line, it is presented 
here as a ‘collection’ of sources of equal importance which operate to support the concepts of 
‘femininity’ and ‘spirituality’. These notions work as filters on the historical selection. The 
outer broken line indicates the possibility that other historical sources could enter the frame.
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3.5 A ‘feminine’ and ‘spiritual’ dancing woman emerges
The previous sections examine the material presented by the various authors but do not attend 
to the more deeply entrenched ideologies expressed by the writers and others involved in 
Arabic dancing. It is an assessment of these belief systems that reveal the need to substantiate 
a particular notion of belly dancing and the attendant history, such as that outlined by 
Buonaventura, as the following sections will explain.
3.5.1 Evidence of a particular kind of woman, orfemininity
Buonaventura comments that “in the Middle East... the enveloping contours of a well- 
rounded body are reassuring for their protectiveness” (Buonaventura, 1998a, p. 136). She uses 
whatever means possible to redress what she believes to be an imbalance in her own society’s 
perception of beauty and women. In her book. Beauty and the East ( 1998b), Buonaventura 
claims that economics depend on persuading women “that they are overweight, that having a 
few wrinkles is unsightly, that their bodies are the ‘wrong’ shape or...that they are too old to 
enjoy themselves without looking ridiculous” (1998b, p. 149). This book provides a clear 
indication of Buonaventura’s ideological standpoint as regards women in contemporary 
society. Buonaventura tells her reader: “today, with the increasing domination of western 
aesthetics throughout the world, and certainly among expatriate Arabs, the plump, motherly 
ideal no longer holds sway” (1999b, p.l 1). She goes on to suggest that men secretly like to 
“see a plump, shapely rump on a woman” (1999b, p. 12).
In this instance, it seems that there is an attempt to construct a particular surface presentation 
that will re-write dominant culture visions of femininity (Bordo, 1993, p. 170) and 
Buonaventura, like other populist writers, believes that invoking their foremothers will 
substantiate, or give weight, to their case. They seek legitimisation for their ideological 
beliefs in the ancient fertility rites. Buonaventura claims that the Arab notion of beauty, 
which encompasses large women, is a tradition that has come forward into today’s dance 
(1998a, p. 169). This, she tells the reader, is a dance form for every woman no matter what 
age, size or shape.
Tina Hobin tells her readers that belly dancing “encourages and develops strength, initiative 
and confidence” (1998, p.9) and she suggests that feminists’ claims that belly dancing might 
make a woman subservient are unfounded because belly dancing will enhance your sex life 
(1998, p. 10). Shanti says a belly dancer must get familiar “with her belly” (1995, p.3), 
learning to be proud of her body because belly dance “lends itself naturally to the mature, 
full, round, female form” (1995, p.4).
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In the examples of Loie Fuller and Maud Allen, and in the contemporary vision of 
Buonaventura, the ability to transcend the visceral nature associated with Eastern dancing and 
other peep show or musical hall images of the hootchy-kootchy is as imperative as the ability 
to resist the current trend for a slim, athletic body. The women who participate in this dance 
form use their bodies to signal their belief in the role of woman as nurturer and mother. In the 
west, the commercial development of the young, slender stereotyped image of the ideal 
woman may have “manifested in a denial of the body and sensuality” (Buonaventura, 1998a, 
p. 198). People who participate in this form believe that the notions of beauty and femininity 
usually available within their own culture are not suitable and that Arabic or belly dancing 
provides an alternative because of the presumed aesthetic they associate with the origins of 
the form in the East. Al-Rawi claims that belly dancing is suited to the female body 
regardless of her cultural affiliations (AI-Rawi, 1999, p.viii). These are concepts that are 
discussed in detail in Chapter Six.
3.5.2 Evidence of the spiritual nature of the dancing
Experts in the field of Arabic dancing believe that this “is a dance form in which femininity 
and spirituality become one” (Al-Rawi, 1999, p.58). Sacred temple dances. Mother Earth and 
Goddess Worship all play a crucial role in deconstructing “the ideological equation of the 
feminine with nature and physicality, and the masculine with culture and reason” (Al-Rawi, 
1999, p.498). Harding introduces the connection to the Mother Goddess, whose function, she 
suggests, was reproduction. Her approach relates the reproductive function of women to this 
dancing through a historical point. She introduces the notion that young, virginal women 
were kept in the temples to dance for the gods: “Sacred dancing would have been an integral 
part of their duties, particularly a type of dance that featured the abdomen, source of the 
Goddess fertility” (1998, p.2). Mushing, (1998) supposes that the movements are not about 
sex, and not, as others have posited, about the notion of the sacred temple dancing mentioned 
earlier, but about giving birth. In a paragraph where she attempts to entice the reader to 
engage in this activity she retorts that it is not necessary to be preparing for childbirth to 
participate in this dance form
Al-Rawi suggests that, “in their search for inner identity and for social definition, women 
artists, especially dancers, addressed the divide between the sexes. Gender had to be 
deconstructed in order to enable the new ‘humanization’ of man and woman” (1999, p.52). 
After “searching and testing, dancing...has returned to the “realm of the sacred” (1999, p.53) 
after travels into the artistic and aesthetic. In the realm of the sacred the self becomes more
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than just body and mind, it becomes an inseparable notion of personhood (Varela, 1995).^  ^
Whilst this may be linked to similar ideological positions held by Isadora Duncan, it seems 
the Arabic dancers believe it is most certainly is out of step with current modem dance 
practice. Buonaventura claims that much modem dance today “is a bleak manifestation of 
today’s woman...its spare, angular movements, its absence of any joy present a dominant 
image of rejection of the body, distmst of a woman’s sexuality rather than celebration” 
{1998a, p. 197). These women believe that Arabic dancing provides woman with the physical 
manifestation of an inner world and this physical manifestation then reciprocates by feeding 
and nurturing the soul.
3.6 Conclusion
This chapter has outlined what is the constructed history of Arabic dancing found in non- 
Arabic countries, or Arabic dancing in global contexts.^ ® This is not the history of all Arabic 
dancing, only that of Arabic dancing in non-Arabic countries. The people who participate and 
write about this dance form, do so based on their cultures’ perceptions of Eastern beauty 
rather than an interest in the dance form as it is found in Arabic countries today. This chapter 
outlines some of the many ways in which these perceptions may have taken shape.
Buonaventura presents a particular view of worlds not her own. Her assumptions value 
particular notions of beauty. The transmission of cultural artefacts do not alter in places that 
she might consider ‘other’ such as those she constructs as ‘East’ or ‘Arabic’. She appears to 
fix the East in much the way Said warns. She does not take into account that the urban 
landscape may operate in a similar fashion in London, New York or Cairo. Intrinsic in her 
text is the sub-text that assumes a fundamental link between this dancing and notions of 
womanhood.
Al-Amira says she can identify “with women who fantasise about glamour in their 
lives”(1998, p.5). Buonaventura claims that “through dancing (women) come to explore 
aspects of their essential femininity with which they had lost touch” (1998a, p.202) because 
“(p)atriarchal societies have forced women into stereotyped roles” (Al-Rawi, 1999, p.57). 
These texts do not rely on the voices and dancing of real women (Nieuwkerk, 1995, p.l), they 
focus on images of dancing more reminiscent of a romanticised, exoticised universal woman. 
This woman is more reminiscent of those that can be seen in many seventeenth and 
eighteenth-century artists’ renditions of Truth and Beauty (Cell, 1992, p.41). As I have 
outlined earlier, whilst interesting and informative on some levels, these texts do not question
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the evolutionist approach to a history of dancing. They assume that everyone used to dance, 
that the world’s population danced more before the Industrial Revolution and that being a 
woman is the same, because of her anatomy, all over the world. In all these articles there is a 
sense that these biological determinants are the factors that women should seek to re-assert. 
This is a biological construction of a Universal Woman made real, seemingly, with histories 
that link this dancing to sacred fertility rites. Mother Earth and the Female Goddesses, hence 
providing the reader with what appears to be a sound and clear rationale for this dance being 
the dance that is essential to all women.
The dancing appears to be more than a physical enactment in time and space in that it is 
possible to see that it is imbued with meanings that are specific to the context in which it 
arises, in this sense the performance practice can be said to be reflexive because the 
enactment takes account of the wider context and understanding of the socio-cultural 
constructs in whatever way possible. I am not suggesting that this is the same process of 
reflexivity undertaken by the researcher, simply that those who engage in this, and other 
dance forms, appear to do so with an wider socio-cultural awareness of the issues that arise 
from their engagement with the dancing.
The next step in the research is to examine the case study to see if there are similar notions of 
gender and spirituality that arise from both a physical embodiment and a conceptualising of 
particular notions of womanhood,^^ It is primarily because of the issues surrounding the 
construction of gender and the construction of a mythic history that have arisen in the 
populist literature research that the next chapter begins by returning to the key themes 
introduced in this chapter of femininity and spirituality and places these within a framework 
of an urban landscape to further clarify the tools of analysis that will be needed to understand 
the case study of Arabic dancing in Northampton.
The next chapter introduces the individuals in this group; followed by an analysis of the 
group dynamics, key principles of the form and the movement vocabulary. Throughout 
Chapters Four, Five, Six, Seven and Eight there are multiple narratives that belong to the 
participants. In many instances these narratives are both textual and visual and the reader will 
be alerted to these moments that also occur in the video Shimmies and Veils in Middle 
England, (Mulchrone, 1999) and the subsequent unedited video clips of the Dancing 
Contexts. The ethnographic evidence presented is based primarily on participant observation 
and informal discussions. A section on music and costume for the dancing, an outline and 
discussion of the class structure and five examples of dance activity are presented following
98
extensive partîdpairt observation and extended interviews held in the individuals’ homes. The 
deeper meanings revealed in these examples -  a class, choreography in the class, a class party 
evening, a troupe rehearsal evening and a troupe and class public performance — evolved 
from an application of all the research techniques and the researchers previous dance 
Imowlcdge and experience. The detail constructed in this chapter establishes basic 
ethnographic evidence to support themes and issues that appear in subsequent chapters.
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4.1 Contextuaiising Arabic Dancing in a non-Arabic landscape
From reviewing the material in populist texts it would seem that in the world of Arabic 
dancing in a global context the dancing has travelled, shifted and moved from a place that 
may previously have been called the home of Arabic dance. Unlike Browning’s Samba 
(1995) and Savigliano’s Tango (1995) where the people have migrated taking their cultural 
artefacts with them, this instance of Arabic dancing appears as if it were a disembodied 
migration. In Chapter Three I have explained that it is not simply that Egyptian dancers 
travelled to the United States or England and brought their dance with them, nor is it as 
simple as the Orientalist agenda that suggests the West appropriates from the East in a power 
hungry attempt to dominate and control their own world and the worlds beyond. In this 
instance there is something more complex in the history than either of these statements 
includes. People in many countries around the globe enact Arabic dancing. This thesis and 
the work of Browning (2001) on Arabic dancing in Brazil attest to this. The form appears to 
have found its way into the bodies of people from many countries rather than uniquely in an 
Arabic body, even though, quite clearly it is the body that transmits the form. This chapter 
introduces the case study and begins to examine the specific context in which Arabic dancing 
is found in Northampton.
There are other dance forms found in contemporary urban environments that have a similar 
history and experience. Unlike Browning and Savigliano’s examples, there are other 
instances where the tango and salsa, like Ceroc, Line Dancing and others has been removed 
from their ‘original’ cultural context. The history of this migration, whether it is embodied by 
the populations that move to new places, visiting people ‘collecting’ these so called 
‘indigenous’ dance forms or the virtual movement of the form via mass communication, is a 
kind of ‘pick ‘n’ mix’ affair principally because the form has lost its original mooring to a 
sense of place and to a particular people. If we assume that this is a direct result of 
accessibility to generalist knowledge and information about people in far away places 
through the media of television, the Internet and increased global travel, these images are, at 
worst, usually stereotypical, or at best, sketchy and simplified instances. This is not a new 
process because access to global travel has long been an aspect of western industrialised 
nations, as I discussed in Chapter Three, where individuals have continually searched for 
artistic inspiration in places they considered exotic. Television and the Internet, however, 
have brought these worlds closer to people previously without means or economic/political 
need to travel from home. People also migrate from place to place and no longer is the globe 
divided into places that are so resolutely ‘mine’ and ‘yours’. In this postmodern perspective, 
Arabic dancing in a global context could be considered to be an activity that is indicative of
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contemporaiy urban life that might assist in questioning how theorists and others frame 
reality.
People, who would appear to have no real concern for the form as it might appear in Egypt, 
as I have found in the literature, are embodying this form in non-Arabic contemporary urban 
locations.” In this instance, and perhaps in other forms of dance, a paradoxical situation 
emerges where the unknown, or ‘other’, is sought out to assist the individual in creating a 
particular image or identity. This projected image appears to have origins and to be rooted in 
the ‘other’, an ancient and distant culture. Perhaps the dancm ground themselves in this 
notional understanding of the ‘other’, enact what they understand to be the essential aspects 
of the movement and transform the ‘other’ into the ‘self through the embodiment of 
universalising concepts of dancing and womanhood. Individuals and communities have long 
defined themselves by clarifying themselves as distinct from ‘other’ groups or individuals - 
us and them, black and white. East and West. Here this process of ‘othering’ may be being 
reversed as those who participate in this form clarify their individual and collective identity 
by embracing the ‘other’, the Arabic dancer, and make this construct of an Arabic dancing 
woman part of their identities -  what I will call in Chapter Six their personal myth structure. 
If they are looking for the same, or something of themselves, in the other then they are 
seeking to define themselves through their application of the valuable qualities perceived to 
be in the other.
If we assume that this dancing and its manifold representations has been migrating for many 
years and has become rooted in the cultures of non-Arabic places such as England, then the 
notion of ‘othering’ loses it sense of distance and placed The ‘other’ can now be found at 
home, part of us, indistinguishable from ‘self. It is also possible to attend to the dancing of 
the individual or group rather than the notion of a dance, or dance text (Adshead-Lansdale, 
1999, p.xiii), that exists in some disembodied state by focusing on one instance of Arabic 
dancing in an urban location. Arabic dancing is not indigenous to English people and is not 
helpfully assisted by analyses that examine indigenous dances. The link to western concepts 
of Orientalism and exoticism found in art, Hollywood films and Modem Dance suggest that 
this dancing is no longer ‘other’ but has become part of what is recognisable and acceptable 
in the popular memoiy. Neither does this dancing cohere to definitimis of traditional dance 
(Buckland, 1983) because of the lack of historical evidence of its existence in Englmid, Yet, 
this thesis traces the existence of Arabic dancing in this country and America since before the 
begiiming of the twentieth century and appears to have become a part of the dancing 
landscape in England.
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What follows is the introduction to this case study. It provides the basis for an investigation 
into the aesthetic qualities of Arabic dancing and begins to place this case study within a 
wider context of global Arabic dancing in order to clarity the similarities and differences to 
the information in Chapter Three.
4.2 Introducing *Haraam*
What follows are the ethnographic details of Haraam, including details about the group, 
descriptions of the dancing and its context. In the current dance troupe there are eight 
dancers, although at the time of my fieldwork (March 1997 until April 2000, and then 
intermittently until late 2001) there were only seven dancers. The adjoining class has 
approximately twenty-fwe participants, of which ten are long serving participants.^ In the 
accompanying video both the troupe and class can be seen. On the video the voices of certain 
dancers appear to determine what the troupe wants to say about themselves. This is consistent 
with the individual voices that are most prevalent in the text Whilst I will attempt to describe 
the dancing and the dance event as accurately as possible, several subjects were more 
outspoken and interested in my own construction of their story, and so play a more 
fundamental role at this stage of representing the visible in this ethnographic construction,
4 3  The Dancers
The seven women of Haraam perform and teach Arabic dance on a non-professional basis. 
They administer the activities of the class and troupe and perform in the events of the 
performance troupe, as well as participate and lead the weekly, open-level Arab-Egyptian 
dance class. This includes activities such as short performances and informal lecture- 
demonstrations on the subject of Arab-Egyptian dance to local charitable organisations, as 
well as organising and dancing for private parties and participating in public performances 
locally and regionally.
The troupe is named from an Arabic word meaning ‘forbidden’ (Nieuwkerk, 1995, p,5). The 
women are white and range in age from their mid-thirties to early fifties (although members 
of the class range from eleven years old to over seventy). They come from a variety of 
backgrounds and although the>^  have no formal dance qualifications, all except one of the 
troupe members participated in dance activities when they were in secondary school.'* There 
are particular social groupings within both the class and the performance troupe that will be 
examined in subsequent chapters whilst here the women are briefly described using similar
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categories so that the reader may get an outline of the physical and socio-cultural contexts of 
each dancer.
4.3.1 Denny
Age; 42 
Height; 5’4”
Hair Colour: Brown 
Eye Colour: Brown 
Dress Size: 24 
Nationality: English 
Marital Status: Married 
Number of Children: 1 (age 16)
Profession: Senior Manager for Services, local medical charity
Educational qualifications: Advanced Level Educational Certificate (at 18 years old)
Dance qualifications: none
Year started Arab-Egyptian dance: 1990
Year joined performance troupe: 1992
Current role in organisation: class leader, administrator and performer in troupe 
Number of years in current role: 10
Denny began Arab-Egyptian dancing in 1990 at the age of thirty-one. Other members of the 
troupe have defined her dancing style as ‘earthy and sensuoT. When describing herself, she 
says: “I  am a dancer jirst and t&m a (interview, 1999). During the period fi’om 1990
until late in 1991 Denny attended various national mid r^ional events, such as the ‘Belly 
Dance In’ held in Covent Garden, London where she developed a love of and commitment to 
Arab-Egyptian dancing.
4.3.2 Sarah
Age: 43 
Height: 5’1”
Hair Colour: Blonde 
Eye Colour: Blue 
Dress Size: 8 
Nationality: English 
Marital Status: Married 
Number of Children: 0
Profession; housewife and part-time self-employed reflexologist
Educational qualifications: Ordinary Certificate in Education (at 16 years old). Diploma in
Reflexology
Dance qualifications: none
Year started Arab-Egyptian dance: 1992
Year joined performance troupe: 1994
Current role in organisation: class leader for warm-up sc io n s, bookkeeper for performance 
troupe
Number of years in current role: 8
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Sarah began dancing in 1992 after attending a performance by Haraam  with her sister." I  
(bvecC the dancing, music, costumes, and was hooded” (Questionnaire, 2001). She describes her 
dancing as "gracefuC hut aCso, at times, fu n  and occasional^ a touch o f drama ” (Questionnaire, 2001 ),
Upstairs at home, next to her reflexology room, Sarah has a room devoted to costumes for 
class and performance. These wonderful glittering outfits help her to “hring out (her) extrovert 
side” (Questionnaire, 2001.)
4.3.3 Sandy
Age: 42 
Height: 5’6”
Hair Colour: Brown 
Eye Colour: Brown 
Dress Size: 18 
Nationality: English 
Marital Status: Married
Number of Children: 2, plus one grandchild residing with her 
Profession: housewife
Educational qualifications: Ordinary Certificate in Education (at 16 years old)
Dance qualifications: none 
Year started Arab-Egyptian dance: 1991 
Year joined performance troupe: 1992 
Current role in organisation: performer 
Number of years in current role: 10
Sandy is one of the founder members of the troupe, having started dancing shortly after 
Denny in 1991. During my fieldwork, Sandy was heavily committed to the care of her 
granddaughter and so was not largely visible during the field research. According to Denny 
and Sarah, her role in the history of the troupe is fundamental. Her definitions of her own 
dancing are similar to Denny, in that she says she has "an earthy, sensuaCquality” which she
believes is linked to the fact “we are mostCy quite hig women” (interview, 1999).
4.3.4 Rhea
Age: 41 
Height: 5’5”
Hair Colour: Blonde 
Eye Colour: Blue 
Dress Size: 18 
Nationality: English 
Marital Status: Separated
Number of Children: 3 (1 son, age 15, 1 nephew-age 16,1 niece- age 21) 
Profession: housewife
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Educational qualifications: Ordinary Certificate in Education (at 16 years old), Off Road
Motorcycle Instructor
Dance qualifications: none
Year started Arab-Egyptian dance: 1993
Year joined performance troupe: 1994
Current role in organisation: events booking, costume making and performer for performance 
troupe
Number of years in current role: 8
For Rhea, Arab-Egyptian dancing is “totaüy unique " and she describes her own dancing as
“earthy and unique” (Questionnaire, 2001). After joining the class with her friend Louise in 
1993, she became a member of the dance troupe in 1994.”* She says she “joined the class to 
increase co-ordination, because my hnees and hips don’t worfproperCy, and to heCp with partiaCproCapse 
after a hysUrectomy” (Questionnaire, 2001 ).
4.3.5 Shelly
Age: 32 
Height: 5’3”
Hair Colour; Brown
Eye Colour: Brown
Dress Size: 8
Nationality: English
Marital Status: Married
Number of Children: 3 (2, 4 and 7 years old)
Profession: housewife
Educational qualifications: Ordinary Certificate in Education (at 16 years old)
Dance qualifications: none 
Year started Arab-Egyptian dance: 1992 
Year joined performance troupe: 1994 
Current role in organisation: performer in troupe 
Number of years in current role: 8
Shelly, aged thirty-two, ‘afud-time wife and mother', began dancing in 1992 at the same time as 
Sarah, although the two did not know each other before attending the class. In a comparable 
way to Sandra, she has no responsibility in the troupe beyond her role as performs* and, 
similarly, she was absent during my fieldwork, although she plays a fundamental role in the 
histoiy of the troupe.
4.3.6 Margy
Age: 52 
Height: 5’4”
Hair Colour: Brown 
Eye Colour: Brown 
Dress Size: 16
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Nationality; English
Marital Status: Divorced
Number of Children: 2 (23 and 26 years old)
Profession: aroma-therapist, healer and reflexologist
Educational qualifications: Advanced Certificate in Education (at 18 years old), Diploma in
Speech and Drama, Diploma in Aromatherapy
Dance qualifications: none
Year started Arab-Egyptian dance: 1995
Year joined performance troupe: 1997
Current role in organisation: performer in troupe
Number of years in current role: 5
Margy is attracted to this dance form because of the “the sound, the moves, the shapes, the colour"
(Questionnaire, 2001) and its link to Egyptian history. Before joining Haraam, Margy 
attended circle-dancing sessions and, she says, when “a friend told me about it, I  aCways wanted
to try it and had found it visuady appeaCing and attractive" (Questionnaire, 2001). Her own 
description of her dancing is; "earthy, energetic, and absorbed in the dance". She has a photograph 
of herself dancing that has a streak of bright green light from her arm extending toward the 
sky. Her interpretation of this is that the light source is the energy she exudes when she 
dances.
4.3.7 Mo
Age: 52 
Height: 5’1”
Hair Colour: Blonde
Eye Colour: Blue
Dress Size: 8
Nationality: English
Marital Status: Married
Number of Children: 2 (23 and 26 years old)
Profession: Accounts Controller
Educational qualifications: Higher National Certificate in Applied Chemistry (at 19 years 
old)
Dance qualifications: none 
Year started Arab-Egyptian dance: 1995 
Year joined performance troupe: 1997 
Current role in organisation: performer in troupe 
Number of years in current role: 5
Mo describes her interests as “gardening, quiz teams, any other form o f dancing, reaC aCe drinker
crosswords and cycCing" (Questionnaire, 2001). By all accounts. Mo has several interests and
Arab-Egyptian dancing is just one aspect of activities that she says, “sound Cihy fun"
(Questionnaire, 2001). Margy and Mo live in the same village, see each other socially and
their children are friends. There are three other people from this village who attend the class
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and all meet socially outside the class. Never having been involved in any other form of 
dancing, Mo says she joined because the class "gives you confidence fo r  everything eCse in Cife” and
she finds it is a “pastime that Br^htem my Cife" {QuQS\\ommTQ.,2{)()\). Her dancing “"has a sense
o/'ÆwTOOMr" (Questionnaire, 2001) and this commitment to having fun has developed into a key 
(unspoken) role within the dynamics of the troupe, although she has no formal role or 
responsibilities.
4.4 The Dancing of ^Haraam^
In this group there are opportunities to learn the dance technique in a class and performance 
opportunities for a select number of participants. Here, as with many other classes, the class 
is led or taught by a person - almost exclusively a woman - who has learned the form through 
attendance at workshops or classes. The leader in this instance has not been to Egypt and has 
not been trained to teach Arabic dancing by a professional working in an Arabic country. 
This is not to assume that a particular approach to training is most appropriate to the form but 
to highlight the ways in which training might take place: for example training by a person 
who is both Arabic and an Arabic dancer, or training with an individual who is an Arabic 
dancer.
It is not possible to speak for the training or experiences of all teachers and their classes, nor 
for the appropriateness of one training system versus another, but within this research, I met 
several teachers in London who either were of Arabic descent or had been to Egypt to train 
with professional dancers. This does not appear to be an example repeated in areas outside 
London.  ^ In this instance the leader and dance troupe are non-Arabic people, with limited 
personal experience of Arabic culture; although they do have a strong commitment to their 
perceptions of Arabic culture and this appears to be a typical background for leaders of this 
type of class, at least in the Midlands region.
4.4.1 Key Principles o f the form
In the accompanying video. Shimmies and Veils in Middle England (Mulchrone, 1999) there 
is a lengthy and detailed interview with Shelly who describes as well as performs the key 
principles of the dancing with my encouragement as an ‘interviewer’. We are in her home. 
Shelly’s children are present and the atmosphere is intended to be casual yet something of my 
questioning gives the dancing a clarity that Shelly might not have given it herself. This was 
done in order to clarify the key principles and components of the dancing. In addition, there
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is a long extract from a dance class. Dancing Contexts, The Class: Learning the Vocabulary 
follows Shimmies and Veils. In this extract, the camera has been left on a tripod in the comer 
of the room in order to capture as much of the class as possible and in order that I might 
participate in the class. The analysis of the movement material that follows is based on these 
key descriptors and information gleaned through participation and discussions with troupe 
members.
The body posture is described as ‘natural’ with bare feet firmly placed on the floor, the knees 
slightly bent, the arms held loosely at the side of the body with the palms of the hands facing 
toward the hip. Quite often, the weight is held slightly back from the hips as in a small 
backward bend with the hips protruding forwards “as tftough someone was-puCCing your ponytaiC
(Denny, 1998). The dancer’s torso is usually facing forward or diagonally to a perceived front 
or audience. Sometimes the shoulders may face the front whilst the feet and hips are turned 
toward the diagonal, thus creating a twist in the spine. Although the dance is often enacted 
without an audience, this display of the body suggests a potential audience and invites their 
gaze. The thrusting and vibrating movements of breast and hips draw attention to isolated 
areas of the body. Usually this dance can be performed anywhere, with an audience in any 
configuration. In social instances, such as parties or informal gatherings, the dancer aligns her 
body with individual audience members or with a particular area of the room where groups of 
people might be seated. In other performance arrangements, such as those where the dance is 
placed in a proscenium style theatre typical of much western theatre dance, the dancing is 
altered and certain key principles of the form become redefined. This is because Arabic 
dancing is not historically a theatrical form but a social one. This raises interesting questions 
between dancing for the individual in a private space and dancing in a more traditionally 
western theatrical context. These alterations are discussed in detail in Section 4.7.2.
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Table 4.1 Body Alignment, Floor Patterns, Dynamics, Dancers Relationships, 
Relationship to Audience
This table outlines the specific use of body alignment, floor patterns, performance area 
and dynamic qualities and relationship to the audience as well as other dancers.
Body Alignment Facing a real or imaginary front or torso diagonal to front. Movements are 
isolated in particular body parts and these are ‘presented’ to an individual or 
audience. Weight held back from shoulders, hips slightly forward.
Floor Patterns Various small groups of dancers executing various patterns within a larger 
group dance. Circles and variations on circles such as figure of eight. Line 
variations include straight, diagonal, weaving and free patterning.
Dynamics Hips jabs should be sharp and executed with precision in a staccato manner; 
this is similar for other isolated movements of chest or hip. Circle or figure 
of eight movements should have an undulating, smooth quality. Arm 
movements should be still or move with fluidity.
Group
relationships
Solo work or duets with variations in movement material. Large groups in 
unison. Small groups in unison with large group as ‘chorus’.
Relationship to 
Audience
Groupings are always presentational to a ‘front-on’ group or individual 
audience although the audience may sit or stand anywhere in relation to the 
dancer. The dancer will attempt to dance for the audience by turning toward 
them. In some instances of performance, dancing is placed in a proscenium 
or ‘front-on’ style, in these instances the relationship alters to become 
focused on group performance rather than individuals.
4.4.2 Describing the movement vocabulary
The movement appears to equate with other English instances of Arab-Egyptian dancing 
experienced during the research period, although there appears to be less emphasis on the 
particularities of form and technique and more emphasis on the freedom and development of 
individual style than may be the case in other classes. It is not the concern of this group to be, 
"slaves to the dancing. I  want everyone to fin d  a way to move that suits her. !Nbt everyone vnd  he ahle to 
do everything" (Denny, 1999). The movement vocabulary can be compared with other written, 
video and television sources on Arabic dancing that are available to the public.^ This analysis 
of the movement vocabulary is not comparative, in that it attempts to describe the moving 
body of the women in this case study rather than in relation to other dancers, books or videos 
on Arabic dancing. The movements are primarily isolated movements of the head, shoulders, 
chest, pelvis, and arms in circular or spiral configurations.* These steps are primarily 
executed from a standing position although some dancers kneel on the floor whilst executing 
arm or chest movements; this may also include back bends and the use of props. There is very 
little elevation such as jumps or leg lifts but turns are frequent in both individual and group 
dances. From the basic starting positions isolated hip movements variously called "figure o f
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eight’, 'circles’, side or diagonal extensions known as "hipjahs’, or lifting and dropping of one 
side of the pelvis known as a "hip drop’ are executed. These movements, along with full 
body ‘shimmies’arc the most important of the movements executed.
The head is held upright and may also turn from side to side in order to draw attention to a 
particular movement such as a hip jab or hip drop. Other head movements include: shift of 
the head toward the left or right known as a ‘slide’; rotation of the head executed by dropping 
the head to one side, forward, toward the chest, then alternate side and backwards towards the 
central shoulder girdle. The dancer is encouraged to develop "looks’ such as a 'sexy loohj, a
‘cheeky look! or "Rke you are enjoying yourself , giving the impression that facial expression, or
possibly characterisation, is integral to the aesthetic. The aim is to entice the audience and to 
encourage the dancer to project their use of the isolated movements toward the audience.
The arms, which always return to the neutral position beside the body, are primarily used to 
indicate towards or draw attention to the movement in another area of the body. For example, 
when executing a hip drop the arms are held beside the hip with the palms facing the hip in 
order to draw attention to this part of the anatomy. This movement of the arms is used to 
'frame’ the head or other hip movements and is executed facing the dancer’s front or in a
diagonal to the dancer’s front. One arm is held above the head; the other arm extended to the 
side of the body is, perhaps, the most common arm position. Discussions about basic posture 
usually accompany the teaching of undulating arms. These arm positions, and others, are 
often developed by the addition of a prop such as a veil. The veil can hide or reveal body 
parts thus drawing the viewer’s attention to particular areas of the body. In order to perfect a 
figure of eight hip movement, the dancer concentrates on the hips whilst holding the hands or 
a veil beside the hips.
Dancing with bare feet allows the dancer to execute patterns that are a series of step 
variations for traversing the space. The dancer may progress forward, pivot in place, or 
progress in a larger random or circular pathway employing a walking step. The troupe has a 
variety of named steps such as: ‘sexy walks, camel walks and <Egyptian w ads’. According to the 
leader of the class, all steps and isolated movements are to be performed in any way the 
dancer chooses and these individual explorations take place in long improvisatory sessions. 
Walking, in these improvisation sessions, helps the dancer to facilitate the movement of the 
hips or chest during performances when the walking patterns are fixed or choreographed. 
They provide pattern and direction. This fixing in performance shifts the emphasis from the
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isolated nature of each movement to the grouping of dancers or floor patterns. The walks and 
movements may be performed in isolation or in combinations, such as in the camel walk. In 
this movement the dancer progresses forward using a walking pattern whilst the chest 
contracts and releases and the same occurs in the pelvic region. The result is a look of 
undulating. Similarly, a ‘shimmy ’ xQqmvQS the use of the legs and torso.
Table 4.2 Movement Terminology
This table lists the names of steps and gives a brief description of each.
Walks:
Sexy walks.
Camel walks: Step, together, step with 
a contraction in sternum and then 
abdomen, creating an ‘undulating’ S 
shape through the torso.___________
Undulating walks
Egyptian walks
Swaggering: Step together, step.
Walks to accompany a hip movement 
(sideways, forwards or backwards steps 
used to facilitate the hip pushing 
forward and returning).____________
Step, crossing R foot front in front of 
left, join, step. Repeat beginning with 
left.
Props:
Veil: holding the veil above the head, 
framing the hips, moving the veil in the 
shape known as the box.___________
Stick
Arm Movements:
Undulating arms: also known as snake 
arms.
Framing the hips: place palms either 
side of hip.__________________
Framing the head: curve arms, with 
palms upward above head._______
Combing: lean back, push hands 
forward and return to above head.
Hip Movements:
Figure of eight: vertical.
Figure of eight: horizontal.
Hip jabs.
Hip drops.
Shimmies.
Camels: undulation from sternum to 
pelvis in an ‘S’ shape.__________
4.5 Costuming the dance
‘Renu-Kala’s Creative Cabaret Costuming’ (1985) is an informative resource that gives step- 
by-step instructions in the making of costumes for belly dancing and a definitive list of 
garments a belly dancer can wear. Rhea, who chooses material, designs and constructs all the 
costumes, explains that she uses this guideline because it gives visual examples of costumes 
and pattern making instructions, alongside tips for types of material to use and how to 
decorate the costume. In the video she can be seen in her home with fabrics, costumes and 
sewing machine in order to give the viewer an indication of a part of the dancing world that
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becomes hidden in the moments of performance. The basic garments, listed as a skirt, harem 
pants, accent panels, hip belt, bra, veil, body drape, head covering, hip scarf, and jewellery 
(1985, pp. 1-2), compare to Hobin’s (1988) list of full skirt, simple skirt, harem pants, hip 
band, bra, anklets and armbands (pp.87-94).^ In almost all circumstances, Haraam’s costume 
is taken from this list of basic items. The most usual outfit that can be worn for either class, 
rehearsals or performance includes an underskirt or dress, a hip belt which is a long rectangle 
or triangle of material heavily sequined and beaded, a sequined bra (with a skirt) or tight 
fitting bodice with sequins and beads. The feet are bare. A veil to match the outfit and 
jewellery on ankles, wrists, necks and earrings completes the look.
The troupe and class do have a particular look that can be distinguished from other groups. 
These distinctive features are apparent in the highly theatrical designs and colour 
combinations. I have selected sections of video footage where the participants are in full 
costume, such as a performance events and party evenings, as well as moments where they 
are wearing rehearsal clothing or changing from everyday clothing into the costume. This is 
done to highlight the difference between their everyday choices of clothing and the sense of 
costuming that they require when they are participating in the dancing. Fabrics that are thin, 
transparent and often shiny or sequined are chosen to create a layered look. Each layer is 
evident beneath the other and colours tend toward black or, at the other end of the spectrum, 
very bright colours such as lime green. In the video the women are seen selecting items for 
sale at a ‘party evening’. These items reflect something of the aesthetic choices the women 
are making when participating in Arabic dancing. The ‘look’ they create can be described as 
‘usual’ for Arabic dancing, in that it is reminiscent of many other troupes. It does not go so 
far as to match images found on the Internet of Tribal Belly Dancers.^”
Different types of costumes can be worn for different occasions, as well as the opposite as 
stated above. For example, in the context of the class, individuality is the key. Participants 
wear something that is unique to them through jewellery or the selection of items of clothing.
In performance, there is always uniformity in the basic garments worn although each 
performer is free to decorate their hip belt as they choose. For performing colours are usually 
more vibrant, although, again some individuals choose to wear costumes made for 
performance in the class setting.
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4.6 Music for the dance
Because the beat of the music is used to regulate the steps and movements of the dance, it is 
important that both troupe members and the class can recognise this beat. The music is 
usually compact discs found in the ‘World Music’ section of major music distributors. If 
music is collected on a visit to the Middle East it is usually something that is currently heard 
on the radio or in a disco in Egypt. The result of these selections of music is a sort of a disco 
beat with a Middle Eastern ‘feel’ that comes from the foreign lyrics, the instruments or the 
particular beat that is outside usual western musical notations systems.
This drum or bass beat provides the rhythm for stepping patterns, arm undulations, pelvic, 
chest or shoulder movements. There is a clear relationship between musical phrase - or 
repetitive rhythm sequence - and movement patterns. This is evident in the isolation of the 
anatomy. Each muscle group works toward reflecting the whole or certain aspects of the 
rhythm sequence. Phrasing within the music is usually dissimilar to popular music heard in 
England, so these complex patterns, heard in the vocals or a specific instrument, are ignored 
in order to heighten the physical enactment of the music’s rhythmic aspects.
4.7 Dancing Contexts
The following are five examples of class and performance work that are representative of the 
dancing and dance events. Brief details of these events and video extracts (l.the Class: 
learning the Vocabulary, 2. ‘Two-Minute Hell’, 3. A party evening, 4.Troupe rehearsal, 5. 
The Northampton Show) provide an insight into the structure of the organisation. Later in the 
thesis aspects of the class and performance troupe merge into other narratives in order to 
examine particular issues relevant in both situations. Another reason for this separation and 
subsequent overlay is the involvement of the same seven women in both areas of the work. 
The class is held weekly on a Tuesday evening from 7:30pm until 10:00pm in an old stately 
home called Thornton Hall, now managed by Northampton Borough Council as a community 
centre. The cost per class is £2.50, paid weekly. The prospective dancer need make no 
commitment to attend on a termly, monthly or any other basis. Perhaps one of the most 
distinctive features of this dance class is that it is only open to women. The performance 
troupe also occupies Thornton Hall each week, on Mondays, for approximately the same 
length of time. Since completion of the field research, the class and troupe rehearsals have 
moved to another location and many people have left the class. Some have moved to new 
towns or cities, others have simply found a new interest. Attendance fluctuates at the class
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with consistent attendance by troupe members and approximately ten other longstanding 
dancers.
4.7.1 A typical class
Whilst the class varies from week to week, a basic structure and content can be detected. I 
have defined these as a) pre-class activity, b) warm-up, c) stretch, d) main part of class e) 
cool down, f) post-class activities. The researcher has determined these labels and the aims 
through an analysis of both participation in the classes and extended viewing of video 
footage, although Denny does always refer to ‘stretching’. The content of each section varies
from week to week although, again, there are typologies within each area.
4.7.1.1 Pre-class activity
Duration Aim Activity Spatial Patterns Group Interaction
15 minutes
(7:30-7:45
approx.)
To move from 
daily activity and 
prepare to dance.
Change clothing. Informal 
discussions with other 
participants.
Participants stand 
at either end o f the 
room to change 
clothes.
There is no apparent 
hierarchy, friendships are 
revealed through 
groupings.
4.7.1.2 Warm-up
Duration Aim Activity Spatial
Patterns
Group Interaction
15 minutes
(7:45-8:00
approx)
To prepare all 
participants to 
dance. To 
welcome new 
and old 
participants.
Simple aerobic movements 
such as walking steps, step 
and join, leg lifts, hip drops, 
introductions games- say your 
name and perform one 
isolated movement to 
correspond.
Circle
around the 
room.
Everyone faces the centre o f  
circle but eyes are on Denny for 
instruction. When doing 
‘naming introductions’ eyes and 
body positions move to each 
individual around the circle.
4.7.1.3 Stretch
Duration Aim Activity Spatial
Patterns
Group Interaction
10 minutes
(8:00-8:10
approx)
To extend the 
muscles in the legs 
and arms after the 
initial warm-up.
Ham string, Achilles 
stretch. Arm rotations 
and stretch. Side 
stretch.
Circle 
around the 
room
Leader instructs. Everyone faces the 
centre o f circle but eyes are on Sarah 
for instruction. Some individuals do 
their own stretching exercises and 
this is encouraged by Denny.
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4.7.1.4 The main part of the class”
Denny always refers to the needs of the class and is interested in varying her teaching and the 
class format according to these needs. It is in the main part of the class, or the lengthiest 
section, that most variation takes place. Within the fluidity of this part of the class there 
appear to be at least three typical scenarios. In variation 1, for example, Denny who is the 
leader, is interested in teaching new steps. A short warm-up begins the class and the main 
part of the class is devoted to the teaching of vocabulary. In variation 2 a dance is 
choreographed on the class. In variation 3 Denny is attempting to develop group relations and 
increase confidence so the class is devoted to choreographing and performing. These are not 
exclusive examples; they are the most typical of the classes available during the fieldwork 
and so form the basis of the video work and subsequent analysis.
M ain  c la ss  v a r ia tio n  1
Duration Aim Activity Spatial Patterns Group Interaction
75 minutes
(8:10-8:45 
break until 
9:00,9:00- 
9:40 approx.)
To teach the 
basic
vocabulary.
To give 
participants 
freedom to 
explore the basic 
vocabulary.
To teach a troupe 
choreography.
To give the 
participants 
experience of 
performing.
Use o f veil - shed, 
box, how to hold the 
veil, circles with veil.
Hip movements- hip 
shimmies, figure o f  
eights
Walks - Egyptian, 
‘sexy’, camel, walk 
with hip drop, step 
and join, diagonal step 
with hip jab
Arms -  (placement o f  
arms to enhance the 
look o f hips) beside 
hips, above head, 
behind the back, in 
firont o f chest.
Begin in circle whilst 
Denny explains and 
demonstrates. Lines or 
groups around room whilst 
troupe member 
demonstrates and assists 
individuals. Lines across 
room with experienced in 
front and those behind 
selecting who they would 
like to copy. Progress from 
end to end o f room. Free 
form whilst improvising 
with new steps.
Denny leads.
Troupe members lead, 
given permission by 
Denny.
Older class members 
assist newer class 
members.
Participants choose 
someone they would like 
to copy.
Improvisation with 
Denny encouraging the 
idea o f  copying or 
borrowing the 
movements o f  each 
other.
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Main class variation 2
Duration Aim Activity Spatial Patterns Group Interaction
75 minutes
(8:10-8:45 
break until 
9:00, 9:00-
9:40 approx.)
To have the class 
perform a 
choreography 
from the troupe 
repertoire.
Any steps that have 
been taught in the 
type o f  class above, 
plus other steps that 
might be specifically 
choreographed by the 
troupe. Concentration 
o f floor patterns and 
ensemble work. 
Knowledge o f  steps is 
assumed.
The patterns o f the dance 
usually include lines in 
various arrangements on 
stage, circles- the whole 
group, individually or in 
small numbers, diagonals - 
as for lines and circles. 
Also included might be a 
specific shape such as a 
back bend with the veil as 
the group is positioned 
kneeling on the floor in a 
large circle.
Denny leads these 
sessions but those who 
already know the dance- 
those in the troupe and 
other longstanding 
members - freely give 
instructions to newer 
members. Individuals 
rely on partners or other 
close by and so a sense 
o f ensemble is 
developed.
Main class variation 3
Duration Aim Activity Floor Patterns Group Interaction
75 minutes
(8:10-8:45 
break until 
9:00,9:00- 
9:40 approx.)
To choreograph and 
perform a short dance.
To make a short 
choreography. 
Participants are 
encouraged to 
use any steps or 
moves they have 
learned in class 
or to make up 
their own.
These are determined by 
the group pieces. They 
are often ‘front-on’ or 
two-dimensional but 
also use circles, lines 
and diagonals in a 
similar way to dances 
choreographed by the 
troupe.
Led by Denny in the first 
instance.
Then small groups work 
together to choreograph. 
Each group must make a 
short piece quickly. They 
choreograph it, perform it 
in front o f the class and 
then vote on the best dance. 
Those who choreographed 
it then teach the selected 
dance to the class over the 
next few weeks.
4.7.1.5 Cool down
Duration Aim Activity Floor Patterns Group Interaction
20 minutes
(9:40-10:00
approx)
To re-establish a 
sense of community 
and well-being. To 
cool down the 
muscles in 
preparation for 
returning to daily 
life.
Group massage - 
back to back. 
Couple massage - 
standing. The 
same movement 
as began the class
Circles. Duets or large 
group for massage.
Led by Denny. The 
group is encouraged 
to embrace, touch, rub 
against one another, 
laugh and generally 
enjoy themselves.
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4.7.1.6 Post-class activity
Duration Aim Activity Spatial Patterns Group Interaction
10 minutes
(anytime 
from 9:40 
until 10:15)
To return to 
daily activity and 
prepare to leave.
Change clothing. Informal 
discussions with other 
participants.
Participants stand at 
either end o f the 
room to change 
clothes.
There is no apparent 
hierarchy, friendships are 
revealed through 
groupings.
4.7.2 ‘Iwo-Mmute 9fe(T: Choreography in the class
The choreographic element of the class is known as 'two-minute helT.^  ^ This activity creates 
short-term pressure on all class participants who are asked to create a dance and perform in 
front of the entire class. According to Margy “two-minute heCCis reaüy goocC at pCunging you into 
tfie deep emf’ (1999). On these evenings, Denny announces small groups who will work 
together for five minutes to choreograph a dance to share with the rest of the class. This is 
quite a lengthy process (certainly exceeding two minutes) and the video cannot show all the 
groups rehearsing their movements simultaneously. I have, therefore, chosen to follow one 
group from the beginning of this process until the conclusion. Along the way other groups 
can be seen but the process is not evident in its entirety, such is the nature of video. My 
selection is not based on quality of a particular group, rather the group were chosen because 
they were placed in the room in such a way that I could film them reasonably well without 
interfering with the class.
After Denny has selected groups, there is a period of discussion amongst the participants 
about what they would like to do. This usually includes a discussion about preferred steps, or 
a dance they have seen, or particular shapes they might like to use in the choreography. Often 
one person leads the whole group, although it is more likely that each person will contribute 
something to the overall choreography. Once the arrangement of steps and patterning is 
complete, the group practices it several times, counting the steps and finding a language that 
best reminds them of their choreography. After this, each group takes a turn to perform their 
choreography for the whole class. Sometimes Denny asks the class to vote for the best dance 
and the winning group is asked to teach the dance to the class over the next few weeks.
4.7.3 A party evening
The annual party evening and costume sale is organised by the troupe for the class and is an 
opportunity for new and old members of the class to purchase hip belts and other items of
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costuming.” Each participant brings food and drink for the occasion and Denny begins the 
class with the usual warm-up session. Virtually everyone is in full costume rather than their 
practice clothes. The distinction is an excess of colour, sequins and an increase in the number 
of women baring their midriffs or wearing navel jewels.
On this particular evening I attended with the intention of videoing as much as possible rather 
than participating. At this juncture in the research process I was committed to making a video 
about the troupe but was, at yet, unsure of the structure of the video. With this in mind 1 
decided to film as much as possible of the action of the evening as well as informally 
interviewing as many of the participants as possible. The result was several hours of footage 
that could not be included in the final video. My selection of partial interviews and selected 
shots of individual’s costumes was as much to do with the themes emerging in the video and 
the quality of the images created as it was to do with the relevance of all the footage. Quite 
often the decisions about inclusion in the final video were predominantly made based on the 
quality of the image.
The costumes are on sale from the regional organiser of the Mosaic Arabic Dance Network 
and her husband. They arrive to arrange several long tables with multi-coloured hip belts, 
dresses, jewellery, books and videos as the class warm-up as can be seen in Shimmies and 
Veils. The costumes are brought from Turkey and sold in the U.K. to Arab-Egyptian or Raqs 
Sharqi dance groups. Once the table is laid out, no one is allowed to examine the table of 
‘goodies’ (Denny, 1998) and several visitors are put on alert around the table until after the
warm-up when Denny announces, “aCCthose peopk in costume can go aruf £bohJtrst” (1998). The
women rush to the table, followed by the newcomers or those looking out of place in the 
eveiyday clothes. Everyone is trying on hip-belts, comparing the sound and weight of the 
belts by performing a shimmy. Margy explains to me that the heavier hip belts, “mahe you feeC
Rhe you couCd dance in Cairo”. The heavily sequined and beaded belts cost over £60.00, a 
significant amount that might reflect a commitment to the dance form by people who may or 
may not have excessive amounts of disposable income.
Pam, a friend of Margy who lives in the same village and travels to class with Margy and Mo, 
is wearing a turquoise bra and pants with slits on the sides. She says “we have just come Sach^  
from Tkrhgy and we Bought it in the market fo r £10.00. (BrdRant isn 't it. I  don't ^now how I  am going to 
wash it”. It is covered with sequins that appear to be stuck on rather than sewn. Mo says 
“‘Weve just Been dancing every night in the discos, it’s Been BrilRant”. In the video, you can see
122
Heather explaining to me that she couldn’t afford to go with Mo and Pam to Egypt this time 
and so she has made herself a new costume for the party evening. It is made from a sequined 
top bought at a charity shop, and transformed into a skirt and bra top. A matching hip belt 
completes the outfit. It seems the whole room is full of people in clothes that “you wouldn’t see
in%sco” (Mmgy, 1998).
After new costumes have been bought, Denny continues the class with a group improvisation. 
Then food and drink are on offer and performances begin. Many of the participants have 
choreographed a short sequence to perform for the others. The troupe members perform solo 
improvisations. Everyone is encouraged to participate regardless of her experience.
4.7.4 A troupe rehearsal evening
I arrive at Thornton Hall at 7:30pm on a Monday evening. The door to the Hall is closed and 
locked and there are no cars in the car park. Sitting patiently, I muse on whether they have 
cancelled the rehearsal and not told me, as I am an unimportant part of their lives. This is 
conceivable. I try not to think the worst and wait. At 7:45pm a car arrives and Sarah emerges. 
The car, driven by her husband, then retreats leaving mine as the lone car in the car park. 
Sarah, carrying the tape machine and a large bag, assures me they are rehearsing. It becomes 
clear that a 7:30 start at rehearsal usually means beginning by approximately 8:00pm. As we 
ascend the stairs to the same room used for the class, other troupe members begin to arrive 
and by 8:00pm, all seven troupe members are there, although they are not yet dancing. A 
discussion about current bookings takes a further fifteen minutes as each person checks their 
availability. A further discussion about the repertory takes another fifteen minutes. 
Consideration as to who is performing determines which dances they will perform, and this 
determines which costumes they will wear. Finally, all the administrative tasks appear to be 
complete and they begin to rehearse.
Rehearsal evenings usually follow this structure or something similar. Discussions range 
from performance bookings to costume ideas, to development of the troupe, to new 
choreography. These are always attended to in an informal way at the beginning of the 
session. Rehearsal entails ‘going through’ particular dances in their repertory. They 
concentrate on spacing, body alignment and any specific requirements of the performance 
venue. The group does not focus on individual performance quality although individuals are 
free to ask ‘how are you doing that movement’ and so alter, enhance or improve their own 
movement qualities.
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The role of the video on these evenings was more difficult to determine. Perhaps this was 
because the troupe rehearsal evenings had fewer people in attendance than a class or perhaps 
because I was not allowed to participate in the dancing on these evenings. Whichever was the 
case, the camera appeared to alter the evening, as I suspected did my presence on these 
evenings, as the women became more focused on their performance. I tried to ask when I 
should film but these were often interruptions to the procedures. I also tried selecting angles 
and shots that I believed captured the quality of one or more of the dancers in any given 
moment but the size, shape, lighting and my placing on the edges of the room usually 
preventing the successful acquisition of footage that I thought actually captured these 
aesthetic qualities. The result of this may seem like a haphazard and untheorised approach. In 
these moments of uncertainty I attempted to engage bodily with the video. In other words, I 
was trying to operate on a similar level to my physical engagement with the dancing by 
allowing myself to be drawn, physically or emotionally, to particular moments and images. 
The result of this may simply be footage that captures my aesthetic preferences rather than 
those of the troupe. To counter this possibility the participants were asked to view the footage 
and select images they believed captured something of their aesthetics.
They occasionally choreograph a new dance.” This lengthy process completely alters the 
stmcture of the evening. During this time, the emerging new dance is the focus of the 
rehearsals. The troupe may not revise other dances until the new dance is complete. They 
move more swiftly into movement compared to evenings when they are revising existing 
dances.
The evening concludes in much the way it began. Discussions about a variety of 
administrative issues are aired once again, or a discussion about a new costume might be 
further developed based on the emerging shape of the new choreography. As on the class 
evenings, everyone removes their dancing costume and returns to their daily costume. In both 
class and rehearsal, the pre and post class activities are a vital part of the event where 
individuals adjust to changes (Turner, 1982, p.21).
4.7.5 A troupe and class public performance
Sometime in April or May each year, Denny begins to teach dances from the troupe’s 
repertoire to the class participants. During these sessions, the teaching revolves around the 
steps, patterns and ensemble work for particular choreographies. The class members, many of
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whom have been attending for less than a year, enjoy this dance with no apparent concern for 
why they are learning this or that particular dance. Denny, the troupe, and those members 
who have been attending for over a year, know that this is the beginning of the rehearsals for 
the Northampton Show. This is a typical event where the troupe and class perform together. 
Attendance is not compulsoiy although Denny is clear that she wants as many people to join 
as possible no matter how new they are to the dancing. This will be the beginning of an 
amateur performance career for some and a special performance moment for others.
The process of rehearsing the dances that will be performed at the Northampton Show is 
outlined in Section 4.7.1.4 and can be seen on Shimmies and Veils. Whilst the video does not 
make it explicit that this is the dance that will be performed at the Northampton Show, this 
becomes evident to the viewer when they see the same dance movements and hear the same 
music when the dancers appear at the Northampton Show. Each week the main section of the 
class is devoted to ‘going through’ these dances. The dances are usually explained and taught 
in one session and subsequent sessions are used to repeat the dance several times. Very little 
time and effort is spent on the detail of technical execution. The majority of the time is given 
to developing the sense of ensemble and helping everyone to learn the basic step patterns. 
Every class member is continually encouraged to attend the Northampton Show, until the 
week before the event when Denny attempts to get a final commitment. Even at this stage 
participants are unsure if they will attend. As the date for the Show arrives it becomes clear 
that the troupe dances are polished and set whilst the three dances with the class are less so. 
The troupe know these dances well and will perform them with whatever number of class 
members arrive on the day.
4.7.5.1 Contextualising the Northampton Show
In July of each year, Abington Park is transformed for the Northampton 
Show. This local festival combines displays and entertainment together 
with stunning arena events, trade exhibits and musical performances.
(There are)...many marquees, which include arts, crafts and horticultural 
exhibitions...(and)...on Friday and Saturday evenings the entertainment 
switches to the main concert arena for fantastic evening concerts and the 
breathtaking fireworks.
www.northampton.govemment.uk, 2001
The park sits close to the town centre and dates back to the 1300s. It contains walks, lakes, 
aviaries and Abington Museum, in a manor house that dates from Shakespeare’s time and the 
remains of a medieval village (www.northampton.govemment.uk, 2001). The several acres of
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grassed land also include swings, slides and open spaces where children can play football, 
cricket or simply run and play.
In preparation for the event, the park must be transformed from its peaceful green space into 
a place that will be inhabited by many thousands of people. Lorries are allowed onto the 
beautifully kept grass to unload the machinery of the fairground rides, tents are erected, 
barriers are constructed to define performance arenas and car parking is designated in areas 
that moments ago were open grassland. The transformation creates a place where cars can be 
parked in neat rows on the grass, a central area of tents and, beyond the tents, three 
performance arenas and a fairground.
This is a three-day annual event that, in 1998 during my fieldwork, attracted over seventy 
thousand people from many areas of Northamptonshire and beyond. There were over two 
hundred stalls, set out in tents in the surrounding areas of the Show where local groups and 
organisations explain what they do and encourage new participants to join. The Northampton 
Herald and Post, Northampton’s local newspaper commented, in a six-page report on the 
Show, “hundreds of clubs and societies were giving displays on the services they provide 
ranging from belly dancing to chess clubs from horticultural societies to reptile collectors” 
(July 23^**, 1998, p.23). The paper also features photographs of an ‘African drum ’n’ dance’ 
demonstration, the dog show, the Farmyard Rodeo Display, the Radford Horse Display 
Team, the Line Dancing group called ‘Stomp’, a motorcycle stunt team, Paul Young in 
concert at the Show, and Haraam Obviously, this is only a selection of the events offered 
during the three days. As well as many other social and leisure groups, there was an Irish 
Dance group, two Line Dancing groups, a Square Dance Club and an International Folk 
Dance Club.
4.7.5.2 Troupe commitment
Once the temporary construction of the Show structure is complete, the stallholders are 
allowed onto the site. They come early in the morning, sometimes as early as 7:00am, 
according to troupe members; although Denny, Rhea, Sarah and Denny’s mother do not 
arrive each day until about 8:30am. These four women will manage the stall over the three 
days as well as perform in one of the arenas three or sometimes four times during each day. 
These are the three members of the troupe, with the inclusion of Denny’s mother, who appear 
to take most responsibility for the organisation at Northampton Show. They will also perform 
two or three times each day in one of the three performance areas where many local groups 
will sing, dance, and perform their speciality acts. They bring costumes, books about Arabic
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dancing, photo albums and any other paraphernalia that will adorn the table and the tent walls 
behind the table. When they have decorated the table, hung hip belts on the wall behind and 
completed other displays, they construct a changing room for the performers from scarves 
and hip-belts. This tiny room is located at one end of the table and adds yet more colour to 
their already glittering displays. As the morning progresses the other troupe members arrive. 
During the three-day event all seven of the troupe members will perform at each of the three 
or four daily sessions but not all of the troupe will meet the public at the stalls and spend 
upwards of fourteen hours a day at the Show.
The stall acts as a meeting place for the troupe and the class members, as well as an 
information point for potential new participants. It is the place I have been told to meet the 
troupe and class. I have decided to come and go throughout the weekend to see the shifting 
groups performing. When I arrive for the first session Rhea is sitting in a garden chair behind 
the table. Denny stands talking to passers-by and other troupe members come and go. There 
is a performance session due to start at 2:00pm. About an hour before this class members 
who will be performing with the troupe begin to arrive. They change into their costumes in 
the makeshift changing room. The troupe are wearing matching costumes: a long transparent, 
black overdress covered with glittering coins covers a black underskirt and bra top. The hip 
belts and headdresses are the only distinctive feature with each dancer having individually 
decorated these items to a personal style. Behind the stall, Margy is looking into a small 
mirror and adjusting her headdress. It is black, like the dress and looks almost Elizabethan 
with its small crown and jewels. There are ten class members who have come for this 
performance. They have been told by Denny to wear whatever they feel comfortable 
wearing: the same clothing they wear for class, perhaps a new costume or something 
borrowed from a troupe member. I decide to video this performance session. Later I will be 
asked to perform with the troupe and on the following day I will be free to chat to performers 
and wander through the park to see the other performing groups. I have no clear role during 
the Northampton Show and so I am free to observe and participate as I wish, which I do with 
the intention of getting as much information about how the dancers feel about performing in 
public as well as how the audience receive the troupe.
4.7.5.3. Performing with the class‘d
The troupe and class find their way through the crowds until they arrive at the performance 
arena. There is no special floor or staging. It is simply a square of grass cordoned off on four 
sides by metal barriers. The troupe performs three dances before Denny introduces the class 
who will perform two dances alongside the troupe.” When Denny introduces the class she
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speaks clearly into the microphone and tells the audience, “we have with us some very brave 
women who have never performed in puhCic Before, please Be hind and supportive Because it is a very 
frightening thing to do this fo r the first time”. Denny gathers them together in a huddle before they 
perform. She whispers words of encouragement and then a shrill sound emanates from the 
huddle. This is a ‘zagharit’, the “joyous cries of women” (Nieuwkerk, 1995, p. 25), and is a 
high-pitched sound made with the tongue that vibrates inside the mouth. It signals a sense of 
camaraderie amongst the women.
The two dances are executed without apparent mishaps and the class members, who have 
been interspersed amongst the troupe whilst performing, only look different because of their 
different costumes. Some of the participants are very competent performers, having joined 
the troupe at this event for several years. The troupe and class support the newer participants 
with their sound knowledge of where and when to move, managing to hide the moments 
when a lack of knowledge about how to move might otherwise be revealed.
When they have finished dancing Denny invites the audience to join them fo ra  Bop”. This is 
the usual practice at the end of a performance and it appears to engage the audience 
particularly well. People, who might have watched the performance with some scepticism are 
enticed into the performance space to find themselves laughing and enjoying the moment. 
The class and troupe spend time giving simple instructions or offering small talk in an effort 
to make the audience members feel comfortable. At the end of the music, everyone applauds 
the troupe, class and participating audience as they all take a bow and leave the performance 
arena.
4.7.5.4 Reflecting on the dance
As they make their way back through the crowds, it seems the number of supporters and on­
lookers has grown. Several people who watched the performance anxiously wait to enquire 
about the classes. Other supporters want to congratulate the performers. When they arrive 
back at the tent Denny speaks to participants who have not performed publicly before. “7{ow
was it?” she asks them. They recount much of what she has said to them  in the past few 
weeks. “It was just Rheyou said, once I  got overrealfy Being out there in fion t o f ad  those peopCe, I  just
got on with it and I  ready enjoyed it” (Lorraine, 1999). At this point, some of the participants 
change back into their daily clothes. Instead of leaving immediately after the performance 
they stay to discuss the performance comparing how they felt during the performance and
128
how they thought they performed. Lorraine says, 7  went compCeteCy wrong in ‘Mis re Lou’, I  don’t 
tfiinh, any Body noticed. But I  feCt ready stupid”. As time passes, some of the class members are 
persuaded to stay and perform in the next session. The end of each day arrives at 
approximately 10:00pm when Rhea, Denny, Sarah and Denny’s mother pack away the stall 
and their belongings in order to return by 8:30am the next day.
4.8 Shifting aesthetics in the private and public spheres
The dancing contexts represented in this chapter and in the video are either in a public or 
private environment. It seems evident that the aesthetic rules alter depending on where the 
participants are dancing. In the class, for example, there is a concentration and attention to the 
notion of improvisation and personal discoveiy, yet in the public arena this shifts toward 
ensemble work and the clarity of patterns and shapes in space. The dancing, like the Arabic 
examples of similar steps or movement patterns which create multiple meanings depending 
on their context, may have multiple meanings all of which can be found in the isolated 
movements perhaps particularly the infinite looping of the figure of hip movement of the 
hips.
This movement symbolises the connections between the dancing as public entertainment or 
as a personal transformational practice more in keeping with notions of ritual or ritualised 
behaviour. Schechner uses the figure of eight symbol to show the potential continuum 
between social and aesthetic drama that can be applied to this dance form.** Schechner’s 
‘infinity loop’ (1977, p. 190), intended to show the influences social drama can have on the 
aesthetic and vice versa, is altered for this case study. Figure 4.1 is based on the infinity loop 
without Schechner’s problematic binary placing of ‘social drama’ to the left of the diagram 
and ‘aesthetic drama’ on the right. This new diagram removes the term ‘drama’ and replaces 
it with ‘performance’.
Schechner suggests that certain ‘shows’ (1977, p. 190) can move fi-om one side of the loop to 
the other. In this example of Arabic dancing, and perhaps other cultural practices found 
within contemporary urban environments, the form is reconceptualised by the agents 
depending on the needs of the group rather than the aesthetic concerns of a pre-deterrained 
form. The dancing, placed on the figure of eight, if created digitally, would move around the 
shape depending on who is participating, where they are located, their intention and meaning 
making systems and how the audience perceives the dancing rather than Schechner’s 
suggestion of a fixed form that transforms depending on the audiences perspective. All these
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factors, and possibly others, will allow the activity to alter and shift thus resisting one reading 
or one meaning. In the example of Haraam, the dancing is more like ritual or social drama 
when performed in the private spaces of the class or a party evenings. At these moments it is 
the combination of the physical action of the dancing with the deeper spiritual and mythic 
historical meanings that operate as a process of community building and the forming of group 
solidarity (Schechner, 2002, p,77).‘^  It is more in the realms of western theatre dance when 
performed at events such as the Northampton Town Show, When the troupe are performing 
in the frame of western theatre dance any deeper meanings of the form may be hidden and the 
dance technique becomes heightened. This figure is intended to highlight the changing 
contextual framework of the dancing. Whilst the troupe and class never discuss the altered 
aesthetic considerations, it seems clear in the movement and the talking about the movement 
that these shifts are taking place.
Figure 4.1 A variation of Schechner’s Infinity Loop (1977)
In this variation to the Infinity Loop, the dancing moves and is redefined according to the 
needs of the participants rather than assuming some pre-deterrained labelling of forms or 
structures.
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4.9 Conclusion
This chapter outlined the events that will be examined in the following chapters. In Chapter 
Five the material is further scrutinised to reveal how a sense of community is achieved in 
both the class and troupe activities. This is evident in the class in the group dynamics, the 
teaching style of the leader and the role of the costume. In the troupe it is their approach to 
choreographing a new dance and the selection process for new troupe members. In the 
following chapters, the distinctions between class and troupe, public and private performance 
moments become less clear as moments of dancing move around the infinity loop creating 
networks of narratives that co-exist to reveal particular aspects and issues.
Endnotes for Chapter Four
‘ This is not to suggest that other groups participating in Arabic dancing are not highly concerned to be ‘authentic’. 
This is also true of Capoeira, Tango, Cajun, Samba and other fonns where the particular group mark their aesthetic 
quality against a predetermined notion o f the form.
 ^Chapter Nine attends to the notion o f migration and offers an alternative in network theory.
 ^These details were accurate in September 2002.
As far as I can ascertain, these experiences appear to be some form o f  Modem Educational Dance. This is based on 
the work o f Rudolph Laban. Denny, Rhea, Sarah, Shelly and Sandy all attended secondary school in Northampton. 
University College Northampton offered Human Movement Studies as part of an Education degree. This was 
based on the work o f Laban. The Dance Advisor for Northamptonshire is trained in a similar form.
 ^Louise was asked to leave the troupe in 1994 by the remaining troupe members. This followed Lana’s departure and 
Derry embarking on her teaching career with the troupe. At this point, the troupe was re-organised into a 
‘collective’ with a constitution, a treasurer, publicity person and more formal organisation o f  the class.
® Further research is needed to establish training patterns on a national scale.
’ See chapter three for a complete listing o f  academic and populist texts, including books, articles, television 
programmes and videos on Arabic dancing.
* In the accompanying video, there is a section where Shelly describes the basic movement vocabulary.
 ^See also Buonaventura (1989) and Al-Rawi (1999) for costume descriptions.
This is an emerging hybrid form o f dance that draws on Arabic dancing as well as influences from other Eastern 
countries. Its most distinctive feature is the costume with its use o f  heavy fabrics such as wool and linen, large 
woollen tassles on headgear, tattoos and body art. There is often the open statement o f feminist principles stated in 
the group name or in some paperwork distributed by the group. See Internet httpiwwwVtribal bellydancers
’ ’ See Tables 4.3,4.4 and 4.5
The next section I have labelled the ‘main’ part o f the class because there is a theme or type o f  movement that is 
consistent through this period o f time. It is also where the most variation occurs in aim, activity, spatial patterns 
and group interaction. The charts give an overview o f  the stmcture and content o f  the class, in order that the 
following chapter can evaluate some o f these practices.
See section 2 o f the video.
See Section 3 o f the video.
See Section 4 o f the video.
See Section 5 o f the video.
Chapter Five looks in more detail at the rehearsal process prior to this event.
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See Schechner (1977) particularly Chapter Four, ‘From Ritual to Theater and Back: The Efficacy-Entertainment 
Braid’, pp.106-152.
I will discuss notions o f  spirituality in Chapter Seven, develop notions o f  dancing community in Chapter Five and
again in Chapter Eight.
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Chapter 5: ‘tfiis is your dance\ Embodied Aesthetics in Action
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5.1 Introduction
This chapter examines evidence not readily available through ‘ordinary’ seeing or 
observation (Williams, 1999, p.30) from the ‘systematic account of the research setting’ 
(Thomas, 1997, p.89) available in Chapter Four. Dance is transient yet it has “structured 
content which conveys meaning” (Kaeppler, 1993, p.9). It can be understood as a “visible 
manifestation of social relations and may be the subject of an elaborate aesthetic system” 
(1993, p.9). In order to understand these social relations and aesthetic systems it is necessary 
to combine evidence of the participants’ dancing with discussions about the dancing in an 
attempt to begin to explore the conceptual and mythological worlds for the participants. In 
this sense, this chapter moves from the action or embodied practice of dancing to the talking 
about dancing in order to, later in the thesis, blend these positions between the talking about 
dancing and dancing. The action of dance is available in a ‘physical’ and ‘lived’ time and 
space, the ‘social’ and ‘conceptual’ time and space are only available when these actions are 
understood through the experiences and voices of the participants. To observe and understand 
how the movement and social world are interrelated (Williams, 1994, p. 128) requires much 
more than ‘ordinary’ seeing (Williams, 1999, p.30), the result of which will give the reader a 
‘thick description’ (Geertz, 1973, reprinted 1993, p.6).
The dancing examined in this chapter is that which is enacted in the private spaces, or social 
spaces as established in the previous chapter, of the class: teaching, performing for one 
another, dressing for the dance, creating dances and selecting who can dance. Following a 
similar structure to the previous chapter, I begin by discussing the costume as an aesthetic 
symbol, then move on to revisit the dance events outlined in Chapter Four: the class and 
pedagogy and aesthetics, choreography in the class and aesthetic criteria, troupe rehearsals 
and choreography and an internal hierarchy. Finally 1 move away from the dance events to 
introduce the secret agendas and hidden criteria that dictate the selection of new troupe 
members. The action of the dancing is understood through the voices of women who 
participate and other ‘snapshots’ (Thomas, 1997, p-89). My intention is to reveal the deeper 
meanings in Haraam’s aesthetics. Each dancing moment will be examined to reveal the 
“local meaning relationships” (Hastnip, 1992b, p. 10) needed to fully contextualise and 
understand the event.
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5.2 Costume as an aesthetic symbol
“The grammar of dress... involves structure, style, and meaning” (Kaeppler, 1994, p.45). It is 
the researcher’s responsibility to leam who can wear them and what meanings are ascribed to 
them. Although there are parameters within the particular aesthetic choices the participants 
make, they are encouraged by Denny and the other troupe members to try out new items of 
clothing until they find what suits them. This section outlines how the costume is created to 
symbolise a social unity and how an initial costume transformation takes place within new 
participants.
The basic attire for Arab-Egyptian dancing is outlined in Chapter Four, although there are 
many choices in colour, textures and layering as well as decisions about how much of the 
body to reveal. The individual class participant makes these decisions and the parameters for 
her decision-making are contained within the larger notion of the troupe. The troupe have a 
commitment to ‘looking’ professional. As Denny says W  used to Coo^a right bad o f gypsies”
and so the troupe always make new and uniform costumes for each dance. The troupe are 
more concerned with glitter and sequins than many of the images on videos such as 
Buonaventura (1993) or those described by Hobin (1982). These texts often suggest chiffon 
and sarongs over a leotard to give an impression of the costume, whereas the troupe create a 
highly theatrical costume that is a blend of features from images of Hollywood musicals, or 
Buonaventura’s description of cabaret dancers (1998a, p. 152) to those of Egyptian folklorist 
troupes (Buonaventura, 1998a, p. 150). The costumes in which they perform do not usually 
have a separate bra and skirt. They tend to choose a long dress, often in transparent material, 
with an underskirt and bra and a hip belt. These costumes cover more of the body whilst a 
heavily sequined hip belt still accentuates the hips.
In the class setting the costume codes work with the dancing to create meaning (Kaeppler, 
1994, p.51): it is a symbol that reveals social grouping and positioning. In the class, however, 
there is a fieedom to select individual costumes rather than collective attire, as is the case in 
the troupe costumes. The costume is varied: some people make their ovra, others purchase 
them, some wear bra and skirt, some cover the body from head to foot and others wear an 
eveiyday skirt with a simple hip belt. The choices are not without boundaries, and the 
selection of one particular style over another appears to link to group membership and 
interest in the dance form. Lorraine’s costume transformation, for example, which is detailed 
below, reveals the costume codes presented by the troupe and her developing commitment to
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the social group. It is an illustration of costume transformation as a symbol of intention or 
commitment and is controlled by the troupe members.
Lorraine is a new class participant who has only been dancing for a few 
weeks. Initially she arrived to class wearing a flowered skirt and tee-shirt 
and Denny lent her a hip belt. The hip belt is heavily sequined and looks 
distinctly different to Lorraine’s cotton skirt. Over the next few weeks 
Lorraine asks Rhea where to buy gold coins and is obviously noticing 
and asking questions about other members’ attire. Three weeks later, she 
arrives and instead of putting on her flowered skirt, she dresses in a long 
dress and a new hip belt. The belt is thin with only a few coins sewn on 
the edges. The week after she arrives with a large shopping bag and 
during the break, she shows the contents of the bag to anyone who is 
interested. She explains that her mother-in-law works in a charity shop 
and has saved these items for her. They are mostly Asian and all have 
some gold or glitter on them. Everyone holds up the items, tries them on 
or at least offers suggestions for ways to transform these items so they 
will be appropriate apparel for Arab-Egyptian dancing. Mo suggests 
taking one item and transforming it into an overdress. Rhea suggests 
ways to make headdresses, veils, long skirts and hip belts.
Compiled from fieldnotes, Feb. 1998
Lorraine has watched and read “one of the primary elements that characterize the individuals” 
(La Vita, 1987, p.98) who participate in Arab-Egyptian dancing. The costume codes are 
intended to be read by others in order that they may recognise the symbolic function of the 
costume in the formation of individual and community identity (La Vita, 1987, p. 103). These 
codes are supported and upheld by the troupe members. Lorraine signals her intention to 
become a part of the community through her transformation from skirt and tee-shirt to the 
required look of Haraam. She has made herself a new costume fi-om many of those items in 
the shopping bag. It is purple with lots of sequins and silver coins. She has chosen to have a 
skirt and bra top with a bare midriff and a jewel in her navel.
The particular items of clothing - the material, colour and shape - do not appear to be 
dependent on, or act as a signifier of an individual’s wider social position (Cowan, 1990, pp. 
142-143). Troupe members reveal their status within the group through their costume 
display. They make known the rules of entry to the new participants who, if interested in 
demonstrating their intention to become a part of the group, make alterations to their own 
attire. These parameters of the aesthetic are negotiable as Denny and the rest of the troupe 
encourage individuals to experiment with styles of costume and are constantly trying out new 
items of costume.
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Margy is clear that a clothing transformation occurs in individuals who are committed to the 
dancing and this can be seen in a particular look or aesthetic.
TJiey come and they are ad  covered up or they come in certain cCothes and it doesn’t 
tahe very Cong Before they start changing and you can see it. They put goCd on, or 
they start boding fo r things in shops and they start expressing themseCves in a 
different sort o f way. ‘You can see that with peopCe who come and I  fnow it has 
happened with me.
Interview, Margy, 1999
The participants are more concerned with the potential of a brightly coloured, sequinned shirt 
purchased from a charity shop than current clothing trends. They might never wear such an 
item for work or in other everyday contexts, but its transformational potential is all important. 
Often hip belts are placed over a skirt made from ‘exotic’ items bought in Oxfam. A 
homemade dress with side slits covers a skirt. A hip belt is made from hand-sewn coins 
attached to a piece of material found in someone’s sewing box. The hip belts, sequins, gold 
and silver coins, jewellery, bra tops and skirts that sit below the navel are all trademarks of 
their style.
As Thomas and Miller state in ‘Ballroom Blitz’ “the body’s boundaries do not simply stop at 
the skin” (1997, p.96). Here, as in the example of ballroom dancing, the costume makes the 
individuals feel differently about themselves. The material objects of jewellery or gold coins 
sewn on a piece of material for a home-made hip belt signify both the participants 
commitment to Arab-Egyptian dancing and their difference from the outside world. The early 
signal of costume transformation is one that is valued by the older participants and the troupe 
members. The ‘exotic’ items of clothing link all these participants into a social sphere that 
can be described as their ‘world’. Mo says, “this is adaBout Being a woman”(\99S) and Margy 
says, “I thinhi whatever first stumBCing steps a woman tahgs toward this dancing is 0.% It is essential 
fo r women” (199S). It is as though the costume enhances the women’s notion of their physical 
body and embraces both their own, and perhaps the spectators’, notion of sexuality (Fiske and 
Hartley, 1993, p.45); whilst enabling the women to transcend current media imagery of 
women.
The costumes do not signify a particular class position within our society, they signify 
another culture altogether. This costume ‘bricolage’ is the system of connecting previously 
unconnected elements, in this instance fashion items, in order to signal to the world a ‘look’
138
that is their own world (Lévi-Strauss, 1966, pp. 17-18) and each participant appears to know 
that she can signal her commitment to the dancing and the dancing community through the 
‘symbolic creativity’ (Willis, 1990, p.85) of her costume.' The use of costume from what 
might be considered an ‘exotic’ range of costuming may be significant, and indeed the fact 
that women in fundamentalist Muslim countries are segregated and suppressed cannot be 
completely ignored. What is important here is the fact that these women have selected items 
of clothing that perform a ‘symbolic function’ (Willis, 1990) and these items enable these 
women to express their individual and collective identities.
5.3 The class: Pedagogy and transmission of the aesthetic
Every week at the beginning of the session when everyone has made the transition into their 
exotic Arabic costume the class begins. Denny does not appear to be in a state of 
watchfulness, she dances from facing outwards to inwards in the room and the women all 
begin to join her in the circle that begins and ends each class. There are no lines formed, no 
verbal instructions to begin the class and no formal timekeeping. There is no beginner, 
intermediate or advanced class and there is no hierarchy between troupe members and class 
participants during class time. There appears to be no rush to end the conversations before the 
commencement of the class. What she teaches, where, when, how and why she teaches it, 
she says, is determined by the group dynamics on the day rather than a pre-determined class 
structure or lesson plan. She does not like to repeat material week after week (although this 
might be done in order to leam a group dance); she is interested in the personal development 
of each woman, the group dynamics and the sense of community created by the dancing 
event. Within this frame there are many times when discussion is more important than 
dancing, moments for personal comment or reflection highlighted at the expense of the 
movement, or democratic decision-making given precedence.
Although Denny states that her style of teaching is not methodical, there are clearly types of 
stmcturing devices at play, as I have outlined in the previous chapter. Within these class 
structures, the circle is perhaps the most fundamental shape, for both the individual dancer 
and the group. During what I have called the ‘main part of the class’, the initial teaching 
process always begins in a circle. When, for example, Denny explains how to execute a 
''figure o f eight’, the participants are standing in a circle. Denny introduces the movement by 
naming it, and then she executes the shape herself, followed by a description of the 
movement. She tells them “pretendyou have a penciC stuchjip your vagina and as you move your hips
139
attempt to draw a figure o f eight on the floor” (Denny, 1998). The class execute the movement in 
its most basic form, without arms or foot patterns, in order to embody the shape of the ‘figure 
of eight’. Following this, the arms and foot pattern suggestions follow. Denny explains that 
the hands may ‘frame’ the hips by placing the palms either side of the hips, or the arms may 
‘frame’ the head whilst the hips are moving. Then variations to the ‘figure of eight’ are 
introduced. Again, Denny describes and then performs each variation. She uses her hands to 
make the shape as well as tracing the ‘eight’ with her hips. Figure of eights can be done 
vertically or horizontally; they may be done moving from the front of the body to the back 
and return or the reverse. They can be executed using a stepping of one foot to accentuate the 
jabbing of the extended hip on either side. The class are encouraged to try all the variations 
and then Denny selects a piece of music and tells the class to explore how to use the 
movement freely.
At this point Denny participates in the improvisation along with everyone else. She tells the 
class to copy whomever they choose suggesting they might look for someone they feel is 
similar in size and shape to themselves. These improvisation sessions allow the women to 
look at others’ dancing and select for themselves possible sequences of movement or ways to 
execute a particular movement. Denny says, “it  is no good a size 18 copying a size 12, she wiCCfeeC
awfuC" (1998). It is difficult to determine clearly whether the participants always follow 
Denny’s advice about copying someone of a similar size, but, certainly, I have seen the newer 
participants copying Denny, the troupe members and the most experienced dancers rather 
than a person they feel is a similar size to themselves.
Donna had been attending class for only six weeks when she discovered she could teach new 
members of the class. Two women who had come to class for the first time were having 
difficulty with particular movements and so Donna, seeing their consternation, moved toward 
them and began to teach them how to move their hips in a ‘figure o f eight’. She talked to them 
as she made the same shape with her hands as with her hips, quietly encouraging them to join 
her. It would seem the teaching methodologies employed by Denny allow Donna to believe 
it is appropriate for her to pass on pedagogical knowledge and that she is competent to take 
on this role.
Denny says, “/  w id cad on anyone I  thinh^can do the movement Because we are ad  different aîul there is 
no point just having one person to copy" (Denny, 1998). The participants do not appear to be 
concerned with size or making their own interpretations from the movements; initially they
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are concerned to 'get it right’, to find out how to execute the moves that Denny has signalled 
are important. The experienced participants and troupe members will improvise with 
movements and begin to develop an individual style but this stage comes long after the initial 
learning of the vocabulary. What also appears to happen is that by attempting to shift the 
focus from herself to many people in the room, the participants begin to feel they have 
sufficient knowledge and ability and so can pass on the teaching knowledge to anyone who is 
less experienced than themselves.
When Denny tells the class: ‘this is your dance’ she is suggesting individuals should do
whatever movements they like and feel no commitment to executing steps simply because 
they may be part of a larger sense of a vocabulary. In texts and videos available to the general 
public steps are often described and descriptive images aid the reader’s understanding. The 
intricacy of these movements, as described in these videos, is not evident in the class and may 
only appear in improvisations during troupe rehearsals.
Denny is very articulate about her teaching style. She is clear that the dance belongs to every 
woman who chooses to participate in Arab-Egyptian dance and, as such, it would be 
inappropriate for her to deliver the basics of the technique in sueh a way that would make any 
woman believe it was beyond her capabilities. In order to achieve this goal, she teaches by 
employing the ideas and embodied action of as many troupe members and participants as she 
can.  ^Denny does not ask the participants to execute movements in a specific manner, or for 
participants to copy her exclusively. She offers possibilities and then encourages each woman 
to try new ways of achieving something similar or something that is derivative of the original 
movement. She also tries to use other troupe members and participants in order to shift the 
focus of the form from herself to a larger collective of women and, in this way, she is 
encouraging the participants to see many ways to execute the steps and to develop their own 
style.
Whilst this reveals a particular hierarchy that has Denny at the pinnacle, followed by the rest 
of the troupe, more experienced participants and finally new participants, there may be some 
variation from this structure. When a dancer has been attending class for a long period of 
time, for example, but is not interested in joining the troupe, her dancing skills may be as 
refined as those in the troupe. The very new participants will not be able to ‘see’ the troupe 
structure when they attend class and so only focus on the women they believe to be 
competent dancers. This notion of ‘competence’ can emerge very quickly in individual
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instances such as is evident in the example of Donna or in ‘two-minute helT as the following 
section will explain.
5.4 Choreography in the Class: mmite fielTand aesthetic criteria
The participants, such as Donna, will probably all have experienced these moments of 
empowerment in the class but they will have had little or no experience of performing for a 
group of people. No matter how competent they feel imparting knowledge about the form, 
they are all insecure about dancing in public or for one another. ‘Two-minute fielT is an activity 
to increase the individual’s self-confidence through a moment of dancing for one another in a 
supportive environment.^ Most of the troupe believes ‘two-minute hed  is a very good 
introduction to performing.
I  tfUnh^that is ready good at pCungingyou into the deep end. It is Rh§ shocf tactics 
fo r people who are reticent ahout performing. Tbu fin d  you don't die, the worOd 
doesn’t come to an end, the shy doesn’t fa d  down, peopCe don’t Caugh or i f  they do 
they are Caughing at everybody eCse as wed
Interview, Margy, 1999
During the main part of the class, possibly following an improvisation where the class have 
been experimenting with sequencing movements, Denny walks around the room telling 
individuals to move to a particular place. Veiy quickly four or five small groups emerge. 
Denny tells them they are going to make a dance and asks them to listen to the selection of 
music. They are not given a choice of music or groupings. After they have listened to the 
music, Denny tells them they have about five minutes to make a short dance.
Over the next few minutes each group collaborates to make the dance. This can be seen in the 
unedited video footage "Two Minute HelV. In some groups one person appears to be telling 
the others what to do although, overall, each group does appear able to accept movement 
suggestions from all of its’ members. Unlike the improvisation sessions, there now appears to 
be a concentration on floor patterns and a sense of ensemble, as well as a sense of a 
performance ‘front’ or focus. This appears to be in direct conflict with the improvisation 
sessions where the individuals are encouraged to focus on their own movements that can be 
enacted anywhere in the space. There is no discussion about this transformation; no 
indications of what might be considered right or wrong, better or worse.
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When the groups have completed their task, Denny asks them to perform for each other. 
They clap and make noise. This is the “zagharit” mentioned in Chapter Four, which the 
women use to show support in much the same way as clapping. The class sit in a circle or 
stand at the edges of the room. Some of the dances are presented in a circle, although most 
have selected to perform to a front - the end of the room by the tape recorder. The class are 
asked to vote for the best dance. It is difficult to ascertain the criteria for its selection in a 
class of over twenty people. The chosen dance is performed again; it is one of the circle 
dances. Margy is part of this foursome. The movements are simple with walking patterns, 
static positions with hip jabs and figure of eights. It operates in direct relation to the rhythmic 
structure of the music. Once again, a complexity or advanced technique does not appear to be 
what is being valued. It is the sense of ensemble, perhaps the confidence with which these 
women perform this simple dance that captures their audience.
Even though Denny carefully places experienced and inexperienced dancers in each group, 
there is scope within the supposedly non-hierarchical groups for any person to offer steps for 
the choreography. The social dynamic or hierarchy is subverted by Denny in an attempt to 
allow as many people as are willing to participate in the role of creative ownership. Again, 
the issue o f ‘competence’ is one that is not singularly defined by dance skill. There are other 
factors operating within the social dynamics of the troupe that determine the selection of the 
best choreography in two-minute (ted.
5.5 A troupe rehearsal evening; Internal hierarchies in the choreographic process
Each Monday evening the troupe have been re-visiting the dances from their repertoire that 
they want to perform at the Northampton Show and preparing to choreograph a new dance. 
Creating a new dance is a lengthy process, often taking as long as six months to complete. 
The first step is the selection of the music. At this point, everyone in the troupe brings 
selections of music that they like to the rehearsals. The criteria for the final music selection 
are not clear although it can be summarised in the quote by Mo: “it fias to 6e something we adfeeC 
we can have a Sop to” (1999). This is not the only criterion as Rhea explains, “we have to 6e aSk 
to choreograph to it” (1998). Hidden in the physical actions of hip jabs and shimmies, are other 
elements “which are not empirically observable” (Williams, 1992, p. 129). Choices about 
choreographic content are not made linguistically evident, nor is the basis for these decisions 
evident in any other sphere of the dance.
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Throughout the process of choosing the music, the troupe improvises to each selection. 
During these sessions, each troupe member may watch or participate. Often one person may 
be the focus of attention in these rehearsals. One evening, for example, Margy brings in a 
piece of music she thinks might be suitable. She puts the track on the compact disc player and 
the troupe begins to move in time to the beat. It is not very long before everyone except 
Margy has stopped dancing and has begun clapping to encourage Margy. In her selection of 
the music Margy appears to have some clear ideas about what movements should be in the 
dance. She explores the sequencing of isolated movements in a variety of combinations and 
give the impression of being engrossed in her dancing; an attribute she claims is part of her 
movement style. The troupe clap and ‘zaghrit’, laugh and chat about her movement in just 
the same way they would expect a public audience to react. What the troupe, as audience, 
applauds is the way she flirts with the audience, lowers her eyes as she moves her hips, or 
tosses the veil over her shoulder like removing an item of clothing as well as the intricacy of 
her movements. This focus on her movements is similar to the work the class undertake in 
improvisations but the choreographic process will transform this into a presentational style.
When the troupe finally reaches a decision about the music, it is said to be a democratic 
choice. It is a piece Mo brought in to the sessions early on in the process. She brought it back 
with her from a recent trip to Egypt where she heard it in a disco and loved dancing to it. The 
troupe will choreograph in direct relation to the musical shape and structure of the selection 
working choreographically from the beginning to the end of the musical selection. The 
choreography is developed from the recent improvisations and the ideas from these usually 
form the basis of the dance. The result is the transformation of an original idea into 
something everyone can execute. From this focus on the needs of the entire troupe comes the 
idea that the creation of the movement is somehow democratic. There will be a large amount 
of movement executed in unison so the audience can clearly see all the dancers. Individual 
styles or preferences are not catered for in this selection process. What is evident is the shift 
from the individual style that Denny works to develop in the class, to an aesthetic for the 
ensemble. The physical shape of the dance shifts from a fluid instance of solo dancing in a 
fixed space such as Thornton Hall, to a fixed and unified form that caters to the view of the 
spectator. It has a presentational or ‘front-on’ perspective and, through unison movement 
material, focuses the audience on the sense of ensemble rather than the individual isolated 
movements.'*
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The primary criterion for the selection of movement material is that each troupe member 
should feel able to perform the movement. The process, far from being simple, is fraught 
with difficulties as troupe members present alternative movement possibilities. The selection 
of particular movements suggests another layer of meaning - a hidden hierarchy. The dancing 
performed by Margy, for example, during her improvisation was actively celebrated by the 
troupe. None of the movements, however, were incorporated into the new dance. In this 
‘social space’ (Williams, 1992, p.8), Margy made physical and creative offerings into the 
apparently democratic process of choreography. Although troupe decisions appear to favour 
the simplest of steps, it is unclear how a decision is made to select one simple movement over 
another. Margy says, “I  hnow I  must aC-ways 6e aCive to the other agendas” (Interview , 1998). Her 
understanding is that these selections are based on a conceptual framework of the group as a 
social order rather than the physical action itself thus belying the notion of a democratic 
choreographic process.
Although Margy is not one of the founder members of the troupe, she has been a member 
since 1997; she is clearly making a creative impact on the rest of the troupe. Before Mo and 
Margy joined the troupe it was most frequently Denny and Sue, who has now moved to North 
America, who were the creative source for the choreography. Rhea often says she should just 
put a camera in the comer and they could copy what Denny or Sue had done in an 
improvisation. The movement vocabulary is not usually complex, although Margy does 
present more intricate patterns of movement than Denny. There appears to be a clear 
distinction between the technical skill required to execute the movement and the performance 
quality. Performance quality is about a relationship between audience and performer, it is 
about how the performer engages her audience and it is about how she presents her body for 
the gaze of the spectator. Whilst the troupe hope to embrace both of these aspects of the 
dance, quite often simple improvisations that engage the audience in a ‘cheeky’ manner are 
rated more highly than a complex set of steps. At many of these crucial moments of deciding 
the social relations appear and are prioritised over the dance skill. The original members - 
Denny, Rhea, Sarah, Sandy and Shelly - all appear to agree about many aspects of what a 
dance requires without articulating these needs to the newcomers.
To further clarify, the intricacy of a movement offered by Margy is rejected for Denny’s 
simple presentational chest wink. This choice is based on the technical ability of the entire 
troupe. Rhea said: “Oh god, I  can’t do that’” In this instance, although there is no one person 
who has the power to select movement, certain movements appear to have more
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‘appropriateness’ than others. The solution is that Sandy and Denny, the two largest women 
in the troupe, move to the front facing one another and circle their upper chest on a horizontal 
plane making their breasts rotate. This move is intended to make the audience giggle or laugh 
at an action that the troupe say the audience would expect from thin performers in bra tops 
with tassels (Denny, 1999). The selection appears to be a more light-hearted movement style 
that is framed in the physical space in a particular way for a particular purpose. Denny says 
they have a style. Margy’s dancing is an exploration of her inner self; she is not light­
hearted about this or in the presentation of her dancing to an audience.
This process reveals two potential readings: 1) the troupe unconsciously have an aesthetic 
that they always apply when choreographing thus sifting through inappropriate offers or, 2) 
the troupe value the movement material offered by longer standing members of the troupe 
because they value the choreographic experience and movement quality of these members. In 
respect of the first point, decisions are made to reject movements that appear difficult to 
execute or require a technical dexterity. The rules governing this process still appear to be 
inextricably linked to the execution by particular individuals. In this sense, it has not been 
possible to isolate particular movements performed by several dancers that were considered 
unsuitable, suggesting that the latter point is more applicable. An individual’s movement 
contains the value systems of the troupe and appears to reflect a hierarchy. In this sense, it is 
the person who is being chosen rather than the movement material and these aspects are 
inseparable according to the criteria established by Denny. An examination of the troupe 
member selection process (Section 5.7) will help to expose the operating systems embedded 
in these hierarchical social structures.
5.6 Class and troupe performance: the class learn a troupe choreography
During the class, the particular dances that are to be performed at this event are taught and 
rehearsed every week. The structure of the class does not appear to alter with the warm-up to 
begin, followed by Sarah leading the stretching and then Denny resuming control. She moves 
straight into teaching the steps and patterns, as they exist in the dances 9diz ra Lou and Lea Lat 
‘KoS^ She does not allow the class to spend time improvising with each movement as she has 
done at other times of the year and there is less time for introductions or the massage sessions 
that usually conclude the evenings. Denny assumes that the participants know, or can quickly 
learn, the basic steps or isolated movements required and moves rapidly onto ensemble work. 
The first dance is complete in only two weeks.
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The following weeks the structure of the class is the same with the dance 
being performed over and over. Each week different groups of people 
appear to know the entire dance. This is because of the fluctuating 
membership, but everyone participates and gradually a sense of 
ensemble emerges. During these weeks, Denny and the rest of the troupe 
encourage the class members to become self-reliant. Troupe members 
dancing amongst the class give quiet instructions to anyone standing 
close by, rather than waiting for Denny to shout out the instructions.
Compiled from Fieldnotes, March-April, 1998
What is significant is how the troupe, who are part of the weekly class, assist in the teaching 
and learning process. Similarly, a hierarchy amongst the participants appears to emerge. In 
the early stages, there are no set places to dance and so a troupe member may be dancing next 
to a relative newcomer. The troupe member offers help with the execution of a step, or the 
longstanding class participant leads the way and those unsure of the steps and floor patterns 
follow. Laughter and gaiety abound during these weeks and Denny keeps her role as the 
overseer of the shape of the dance by shouting over the blaring music ''don’t forget you’re going 
to the ù ft ne:Kt’’. Once she has given the dance to the participants she says “this is your dance, 
there are no rights and wrongs, enjoyl” (DQimy, 1998).
By the time July arrives, the class are ready to perform at the Northampton Show. They have 
rehearsed the two dances weekly over the past four months. Troupe members and 
experienced participants have helped Denny to provide the framework for each dance by 
constantly performing with the class. Now the participants all appear to know where they are 
to begin each dance, whom they dance next to (there is still a free choice but individuals 
appear to have selected positions within the dance) and what they have to do. How each 
movement is performed seems to be a low priority. The corrections that have been offered are 
centred on the spatial arrangements of the dance, or the ensemble work. The individual 
movements have not been the subject of corrections.
5.7 Secret Agenda and hidden criteria: selecting new troupe members
As previously stated, the group presents a style in movement and costume that renders them 
different to others (Giurchescu, 1994, p. 19). New members attend the class but can be said to 
be truly part of the group when they begin to display similar symbols. The rules determining 
the boundaries of this dancing community and governing membership are not available
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simply in the movement or costume. They are embedded more deeply in the social 
interactions of the group.
During my fieldwork, the troupe undertook to find new troupe members. Six months after 
one troupe member moved to America they decided the troupe would operate more 
efficiently, choreographically and administratively, with at least one new member. They all 
agreed that the departure of Sue had left them 'sRghtCy overworhed (fihQdc, 2000). They began a
series of discussions about the selection process, as there were no written policies or agreed 
rules about the process of entry into the troupe. Throughout the history of the troupe, 
individuals have joined the troupe based on an invitation from the former leader, Linn. 
Several of these people had a variable level of commitment to the performance troupe and 
were often unavailable to perform. According to Denny, this approach has created a history 
of unfortunate events. Certain individuals were often unfit for performance due to some form 
of intoxication leaving the current long-standing members (Denny, Rhea, Sarah, Sandy and 
Shelly) wanting a more “■professionaC’ (Denny, 2001) approach and high level of commitment
to the troupe. These women have put into place certain, unwritten, rules about performing, 
such as: you will be excluded from the performance troupe if you constantly let the troupe 
down, or arrive in an unfit state to perform.
After four years of development (from 1994 when Denny began teaching the class until 1997 
when Mo and Margy join the troupe), they believe they have achieved their goal. On 
reflection, the original troupe members suggest that they “must have seemed Rhe o(d stamp
collectors ” to the new members. “We were so committed 6y this time that peopCe thought Margy and
Mo were just playing at it" (2001). Indeed, the first recruitment drive with the new policies in 
place was in 1997 when they approached Margy and Mo. There is no written procedure for 
this recruitment but lengthy discussions over several years have resulted in a collective voice 
about what type of person and dancer should be allowed to join their troupe.
To he an effective dancer (you) need to he a four-dtmensionaf person: l)J l good 
dancer with an individued style, 2) happy to he part o f a group, 3) ahiRty to dance 
withdCaraam style, 4) a simUar temperament to the rest o f tiu group.
Denny, 1999
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The history of unfortunate experiences has led the group to believe that they should seek out 
new dancers not simply because they are proficient but because they have social skills 
appropriate to the current group and a commitment to working collectively. A good dancer, 
seen in another troupe, would not be asked to join. They say this would constitute ‘poaching’ 
and would be too risky given their lack of knowledge about the person’s potential to ‘fit in’ 
with the troupe. They preferred, instead, to move slowly in order to make an appropriate 
decision, discussing the matter each week after rehearsals for over a month focusing on who 
to ask and why. With several competent dancers in the class, it seemed to me a simple 
process with several possible solutions: 1) ask those interested in performing with the troupe, 
2) ask those with an appropriate standard of dance, 3) hold auditions.^ The troupe could 
decide and make known to the applicants the criteria for selection and a democratic vote 
could be taken to decide the matter. Although I could see this as a possible solution, it was 
not the method that the troupe considered appropriate. They did speak to me about the 
process but my opinion was not sought or offered.
It was the need to ensure that the new troupe member was of a ‘similar temperament’, i.e. the 
non-dance skills, that pushed the process to its conclusion. Denny and Rhea discounted one 
class member due to her ‘nature (Denny, 2000). There was concern by these senior members
of the troupe that her attitude to a sense of community was inappropriate and her 'singCe-
mindedness' (Denny, 2000) would create a tension within the current troupe. Another class 
member was singled out and subsequently asked to join. She had been attending the class for 
over a year, rarely missed a session and had already become part of a particular social aspect 
of the class. Although the entire group stated that she was less skilled, they felt she had most 
of the other qualities they required and agreed that Denny should speak to her. They based a 
decision on a ‘sense’ that she would have a commitment to the notion of a group rather than 
solely on her own skill base and personal development. The troupe all believed she would ‘fit 
in’ and form a cohesive part of the troupe. There was neither audition process nor clear 
stated rules for the progression from class to troupe. The basis of the selection process was 
determined by the requirements of the troupe at that given moment. It was not a transparent 
process but one imbued with the deeper social and aesthetic codes of the community.
Laura did join the troupe. She contemplated for over three weeks before giving her response. 
She asked questions about the kind of commitment she would need to make, the troupe 
explained the structure of the weekly rehearsals and performance events, but they did not
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mention a social responsibility to the community of women. Presumably Laura will come to 
understand the larger responsibilities as time progresses.
5.8 Conclusion
This chapter has considered the transformative qualities seen in the costuming, moments of 
individual empowerment achieved through Denny’s teaching style, a powerful sense of the 
individual as a valuable person achieved through moments of improvisation, dancing 
moments that reveal a hidden hierarchy within the troupe and class, a sense of community 
achieved through moments of improvised dancing and dancing in unison and a preference to 
value the social relations at the possible expense of technical expertise. These aesthetic 
considerations appear to be based on social and historical knowledge embodied by certain 
members of the troupe. These aesthetic criteria are embraced in Denny’s “four-dimensionaC
person” and these value systems can be seen to be embodied in each and every dancer.
Having established that dance skill is a low priority for this troupe. Chapter Six seeks a more 
detailed examination of the notion of the essential and universal dancing woman. The voices 
and dancing of the participants brings the reader closer to understanding Haraam’s 
relationship to this concept of ‘woman’.
Endnotes for Chapter Five
* Lévi-Strauss is referring to the notion o f  bricolage as discussed in Chapter Four.
 ^See the video companion, Dancing Contexts, the Class: Learning Arab-Egyptian Dance
 ^See the video companion, Dancing Contexts, ‘Two-Minute Hell ’
See the video companion, Dancing Contexts, A Troupe Rehearsal. This shows the dance once it is complete and in 
preparation for performance.
 ^ The class will learn these two dances. To see the class performing the dances see Dancing Contexts: The Troupe 
and Class dancing at the Northampton Show. They are dances belonging to the troupe repertoire, the former 
choreographed by the previous leader, the latter by the troupe. The names o f  the dances are taken from the title o f  
the music for each dance.
® The troupe did not ask my advice on this process and I did not suggest this solution to them. I present this possible 
solution here to highlight the difference between a solution that is in the public domain based on agreed criteria and 
the solution deemed appropriate by the troupe.
150
Chapter Six: The ‘Essential and Universal’ woman
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6.1 Introduction
This chapter explores Haraam’s notion of femininity in relation to Buonaventura’s notion of 
an “essential femininity” (1998a, p.202). In Chapter Three, I argued that woman are 
encouraged to believe they can participate in this dance form because this dance form is 
accessible and applicable to every woman: where she lives, or what size, shape or colour she 
is, does not matter. Arabic dancing, as it has been constructed in contemporary non-Arabic 
countries, embodies something Buonaventura calls the ‘essential woman’. This is the 
construction of the concept of ‘woman’ that appears in all the populist literature on Arabic 
dancing and may be similar to a ‘universalisf reading (Grau, 1994, p. 198) that many populist 
dance texts have attributed to dance. In this argument, as outlined in Section 3.4.2, because 
humans move and movement is the basis of dance, then all people can dance. The essential 
woman posited by Buonaventura is delivered through complex cultural perceptions and 
constructions of what it means to be a woman in contemporary urban society. Buonaventura 
claims, “this is not an exclusive dance; no one is debarred from it by virtue of her age or 
physical size” (1989, p.200). Al-Rawi says “by experiencing unfamiliar movements, a 
woman can allow her body to break though cultural norms” (1999, p.viii) because, according 
to all sources reviewed, this dance “is perfectly suited to the female body” (Al-Rawi, 1999, 
p.viii).
As MacCormack (1980) explains, the concepts of nature and culture as related to female and 
male were established in the eighteenth century and may be a problematic residue for the 
twenty-first century. ' In this argument, European history has created the equation of woman 
with nature.^ Nature is established as the ‘true’ state and culture is what we, as humans, aspire 
to - with its attendant concepts of civilization and rationality. This further suggests that if man 
is equated with culture, as he is in this argument, then woman becomes equated with nature 
and all its attendant concepts: emotions, tied to her reproductive organs, linked to nature by 
her menstrual cycle which is cyclically like nature. In this sense, the ‘essential’ or universal 
woman Buonaventura and her followers intend is one who seeks to become closer to her 
‘natural’ self. Al-Rawi claims women, in their attempt “[t]o be respected and taken seriously” 
try to hide their femininity (Al-Rawi, 1999, p.58).
Arabic dancing in its global manifestation engenders a belief in the natural qualities inherent 
in woman. These qualities are revealed and developed through the action of dancing, in a 
sense, allowing the woman to ‘return’ to her natural self. As in the MacCormack metaphoric 
model (1980, p.8) there is an idea o f ‘returning’ to something more natural. This assumes a
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linear process of development from a natural and emotional state to a more cultured and 
rational sense of being in the world as evidenced in the evolutionist approach to writing 
dance histories outlined in Chapter Three.
6.2 What is a ‘woman’?
There appears, within the group, a clear sense that women in their society are perceived in a 
particular manner. As Denny says,
Women are seen By society as slaves to their hormones. I  thinhjwe have Been afraid 
to looh^ldc women, and I  amas guilty as anyone else. We are ad afraid that we 
w id Be seen as weah^and incapaBle. I t is nice when you can dress up, you can fin d  a 
phce where it is oh_to Be yourself
Denny, video interview, 1999
Al-Rawi believes that, through dancing, a woman can fight the splitting between the social 
and the natural which she attributes to a male-dominated history” (1999, p.57). This ‘other’ 
woman, according to Al-Rawi, is deep inside every woman waiting to surface in a safe 
environment where the rational and the intuitive can “flow into each other” (1999, p.57) and 
belly dancing is this environment.
Both Denny and Al-Rawi’s statement appear to agree with the position of women as posited 
by Fransella and Frost over twenty-five years ago.
(S)omeone who: does not use harsh language; is talkative, tactful, gentle; 
is aware of the feelings of others; is religious, interested in her own 
appearance, neat in habits, quiet; has a strong need for security, 
appreciates art and literature, and expresses tender feelings
Fransella and Frost, 1977, p.43
Conversely, Al-Rawi’s ‘other’ woman may remind us of some aspects of the following 
description of the stereotypical man.
Someone who: is aggressive, independent, unemotional, or hides his 
emotions; is objective, easily influenced, dominant, likes maths and 
science; is not excitable in a minor crisis; is active, competitive, logical, 
worldly, skilled in business, direct, knows the ways of the world; is 
someone whose feelings are not easily hurt; is adventurous, makes 
decisions easily, never cries, acts as leader; is self-confident; is not
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uncomfortable about being aggressive; is ambitious, able to separate 
feelings from ideas; is not dependent, not conceited about his 
appearance; thinks men are superior to women , and talks freely about 
sex with men.
Fransella and Frost, 1977, p.43-4
These traits are not necessarily what is considered to be the expected at the beginning of the 
twenty-first century. This writing does, however, reflect what many women believed was a 
stereotype of woman that should be opposed. It would seem that this approach is still evident 
in this group of women. This process involves the development of particular personality traits 
according to the needs of the individual. It was part of the ‘hippy movement’ of the 1960s 
and 70s and, as I will explain in Chapter Seven, is evident again in the ‘New Age’ movement 
of the 1990s and the present.
Individuals compare themselves to social norms for men and women by an examination of 
the perceived norms, or stereotypes, available to them in various daily experiences and 
through the mass media. These images contain what can be described as ‘masculine’ and 
‘feminine’ traits. Rhea says
(Because o f the condition o f the multiple sclerosis and my hushands rejection o f it, 
we’d  actually split up. I  found it very, very difficult to get in touch with my 
feminine side, I  operated in a man’s world. (But I  found it very, very difficult to get 
in touch with my feminine side; the masculine streah,in me was so hroad it was 
unhelievahle. I ’m not as aSrasive as I  used to 6e which is again an offshoot o f the 
dance.
Interview, 1998
Margy says she has been tiying to get in touch with her ‘masculine’ side. Her recent divorce 
has allowed her to take responsibility for her own life whilst admitting to the “misplaced 
responsiSility” (Margy, 1999) she felt for her failed marriage. Rhea and Margy both imagine 
particular personality traits are masculine or feminine. Margy believes she needs to develop 
her ability to be self-sufficient, self-reliant; attributes she considers to be masculine. Rhea, on 
the other hand, believes she needs to become less ‘abrasive’ and ‘aggressive’- masculine 
traits - and more ‘soft’ and ‘gentle’- feminine traits according to Fransella and Frost (1977). 
Neither woman is interested in becoming defined wholly by her masculine or feminine traits 
but believes she will be better adapted to society if she can combine her notions of masculine 
and feminine.
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Fransella and Frost suggest that men and women usually see themselves as ‘less male’ or 
‘less female’ than they perceived most men or most women to be (1977, p.45). Although, 
Strathem imparts, “a person can display ‘more’ or ‘less’ masculinity (and)...how 
‘completely’ male, or female, this or that person...is will depend on how everything adds up” 
(1996, pp.38-39), these stereotypical beliefs appear to “work to maintain existing sex roles” 
(Fransella and Frost, 1977, p.49) because what pretends to be description becomes 
prescriptive. I am not suggesting that this is a concept with which these women are familiar, 
even though they are clear that their society perceives women in a particular way, in just the 
way that MacCormack explains that “symbols such as nature or female have meanings 
attached to them which are culturally relative” (1980, p.5). They compare themselves to the 
stereotypical traits but do not wish to be singularly either feminine or masculine. They do not 
wish to adhere to stereotypical perceptions of women as helpless, subservient, pliant, and 
nurturing. They all believe traits such as self-sufficiency, aggressiveness and responsibility 
are necessary to cope with their world. What is important here is that these women believe 
they do not fit within these cultural meanings even though, as I have shown in the previous 
sections, they appear to uphold a veiy stereotypical construct of being a woman.
This biological determinist construction o f‘woman’ fundamentally links her to her biological 
function.  ^ I would suggest “the ideology of a woman’s nature differs drastically from the 
realities of women’s lives and indeed is antithetical to them” (Hubbard, 1990, p.25). Ortner 
suggests that “every human being has a physical body and a sense of a non-physical mind, is 
part of a society of other individuals and an inheritor of a cultural tradition, and must engage 
in some relationship, however mediated, with ‘nature’ or the non-human realm, in order to 
survive” (1972, p.71) but the conflation of nature/culture with body/mind problematically 
moves us toward many other binaries such as female/male equals emotional/rational.
The fundamental role of the gender debates by feminists since the 1970s has been to unpick 
the histories written by white, western men who have subordinated women based on specious 
notions of her ‘true nature’. Research undertaken prior to the 1970s suggested evidence that 
her brain was smaller, that her ovaries needed time to rest in order to function properly; even 
that she must be kept away from education because she must concentrate on her capacity as a 
wife and mother.^ These histories have affected the women in this case study in a variety of 
ways. Denny told me that when she was at school the Careers Officer “to/dme university was 
never an option, either a supermarket, nursing i f  you were good at science. I  wasn t good at science But I  
was good at (EngCish, I  wasn’t good at (PE But I  Cihed choreography . What she describes may be
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stereotypically feminine traits based on cultural concepts about what is normal for a woman 
of a particular class, and typical of the history I have portrayed. Whatever the reason, Denny 
was not encouraged in her education. Instead, she was guided in the direction of marriage and 
a family. She says, “i f  I  had found the dancing sooner, I  thinhjny whole life would have Seen different. 
I  prohahly would have travelled and I  don’t thinh^I would have a hushand and a chiùT’.
Some of the main (societal) expectations imposed on women are those 
attached to femininity and sexuality. Within this, ‘emphasised 
femininity’ is perceived as the norm. Thus, women are expected to look 
and behave in certain, prescribed ways.
Coppock, 1995, p. 159
Apparently, many of these women feel there are particular perceptions about what a woman 
should look like within their own culture that they do not fit. The concept of feminine is 
directly linked to what Wolf (1990) would call the ‘beauty myth’. In Wolf’s reading of 
society there is no ‘universal’ or ‘changeless’ notion of beauty, even though the West 
pretends that it comes from the Platonic Ideal Woman (1990, p. 12) but, quite clearly, these 
women believe this concept must exist because they do not fit within it and feel the need to 
find other avenues to express what they call their femininity. They “learn the rules (about 
how to be a lady/feminine) through bodily discourse, through images that tell us what clothes, 
body shape, facial expression, movements and behaviour are required” (Bordo, 1993, p. 170).
The concept of the ideal woman is a problem for these women. In one sense they recognise 
the images are stereotypical and not about real women, but in another way, according to 
Denny, what the media has created for today’s woman is a ‘de feminised’ woman; slim, at work 
dressed in a suit or something comparable, able to juggle her role as career woman, mother 
and wife. In order to conform to these expectations a woman may look to other women or to 
images of women produced by the media or other institutions. According to Coppock, “[t]he 
current ideal construct of ‘Western’ beauty remains narrow-hipped, high breasted, flawless 
complexion but achieved without recourse to girdles, wired bras or a mask of make-up” 
(Coppock, 1995, p.25).
Faludi (1991) debunks the idea that being a woman at the close of the twentieth century is 
good fortune. Politicians, she claims, say the barricades have fallen and women have ‘made- 
it’ According to media announcements, the fight for equality has been won and women are 
free to pursue whatever goal they choose (1991, p. 1). Perhaps this has all been media hype
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and part of institutions where media constructs of the new ‘superwoman’ have been evident 
since the late 1980s, in what Coppock calls the ‘post-feminist’ period. “Comment in the 
media, in politics and in industry became scattered with reference to the 1990s as an 
‘enlightened’ and ‘post-feminist’ period” (Coppock, 1995, p.3). The term appeared as if from 
thin air, but primarily from the media, and quickly became part of the language of gender 
discourse. There is, however, very little research that defines post-feminism. Coppock 
attempts to separate the illusions of post-feminism from the reality of the current status of 
women in English and American culture.
If the claim to a ‘post-feminist’ society is underpinned by any one 
principle it is that women have ‘made-it’, or they have the opportunity to 
‘make-it’. The proposition that women can decide on their priorities and 
‘go for them’- career, motherhood, world traveller, etc.- is at the heart of 
the image-makers’ construction of the ‘superwoman’.
Coppock, 1995, p.4
From this point, when Denny refers to a feeling that women have been ‘de-feminised, this 
should not be a problem for the new ‘superwoman’.. .and yet.
6.3 Evidence of ‘woman’ and the potential of dancing subversion
This section examines particular moments when this gendered construction of woman is 
evident. In most of these instances there appears to be an attempt to subvert cultural 
perceptions of womanhood and to reinvent a stereotype they believe is more useful for their 
lives. In this, they claim a dance form that they believe represents a very different notion of 
‘woman’ and attempt to make it their own. The following examples aim to reveal the 
potential in the dancing to create an alternative to any of the previous models for gender 
construction. These women are neither the ‘superwoman’ type nor the subservient wife. Like 
the women Strathem describes, these women are interested in ‘adding up’(1996, p.39) the 
gender factors in their own particular way and dancing is the repository of these constructs. 
Dancing, because it is experiential, allows the women to enact their gender constructions as 
well as debunking gender stereotypes they have experienced in their social circumstance and 
believe to be damaging.
6.3.1 “We tedtfiem to come in wfiatyou Rh§- • • ”
A young woman in her early twenties, who hasn’t been to the class before, approaches Derry 
who is rooting in her bag for a CD; she puts it in the machine and selects a track. The music
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begins and Derry, as if expressing some inner thought, casually hip drops and shimmies in 
time to the drumbeat of an Egyptian pop tune. She continues to sway to the music whilst she 
welcomes the young woman telling her there are others who are new to the class. Denny tells 
her: “to do what you can, join in with whatever you want”.
In Thornton Hall there is no separate changing room or waiting room. The women enter the 
space, place their bags on a chair or table, congregate to the left of the door - if you are a 
newcomer or part of one crowd - or to the right of the door - if you are part of the troupe or 
part of Denny’s crowd. They change clothes communally with no particular modesty. Small 
groupings of women form as they chat to one another and begin to change from their daily 
wear. It is only when the clothing transformation is complete that the class can begin.
Perhaps this emphasis on fashion can be read as a desire to erode gender boundaries and 
confuse some notion of a chronological sequence through the mixing of details of fashion 
from different periods and countries (Hebdige, 1979). Bricolage is the “improvised 
juxtaposition of incompatible or heterogeneous fragments” (Connor, 1989, p. 191) used to 
invert or distort dominant meanings. Whilst it may be that the success of these sorts of 
disruptive cultural practices depend on the existence of an official or dominant cultural norm,
I would counter that these women are clear what the dominant norm is - the dangerous ‘ideal 
woman’ or ‘superwoman’ image - and have chosen to use this bricolage evident in the 
costumes as a tool for subversion and transformation.
The costuming- we teCC them to come in what you Rhe and within a very short space 
time they want to hnow where they can get a hip 6eR, “Coo fa t  these earrings Tve 
Bought, I  found a sari, I  want this and I  want that”. Its just there, it just suddenCy 
they feeC they want to Be part o f it. I f  you Coo f a t  the costume the girCs wear 
they’re aCCvery different. Some go fo r the BeOy out and the very Brief, others go fo r  
the veiy covered up But stidvery seductive Coof Some wear Big earrings some don’t.
So it is aBout expressing who you are But very different But very much Rnhed.
Denny, video interview, 1999
As explained in Chapter Five hip belts, sequins and lots of jewellery have a symbolic 
function (Willis, 1990) where items purchased are “appropriated and recontextualised” 
(Willis, 1990, p.85) to fulfil the needs of the group members. Sequins, beads, gold and silver 
- all trademarks of the style - are usually found in western fashion as evening wear but here 
are used to symbolise both the ‘oriental’ and Haraam. The symbolic creativity (Willis, 1990, 
p.85) of transforming the culture of fashion into the culture of Haraam is central to an 
understanding of the group. The ‘exotic’ items of clothing link these group members into a
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social sphere, which could be described as their ‘world’ rather than the world of the imagined 
‘other’.
Often, what has begun in the private space of the class soon moves into their daily lives. 
Denny believes that.
peopCe who were very straight Cacedin everyday Cife start to carry CittCe hits o f that 
over into their everyday Cives, CittCe hits o f the dance. I  show it in my earrings, I  sit 
here with my hancCsfoCded so I  don’t wave them around and I  tend to fin d  myseCf 
in Tesco with the musaf going and the hips drops are going. I  never heep it a 
secret; I  wouCdsay it is getting to he an essentiaCpart o f my Cfe.
Denny, Interview, 1999
The costume appears to become part of their everyday lives where they can entertain some 
form of dissent from a dominant mode of fashion. According to Coppock “women with high 
popular profiles such as Annie Lennox, Madonna, Sinead O’Connor and Tina Turner have 
expressed...the need for women to explore and establish their own sexuality” (1995, p. 181). 
Young women see these women as role models and imitate them in dress. They appear to 
have two possibilities; one is large, baggy unobtrusive clothes, the other is overtly feminine 
or exotic dress which emphasises the woman’s shape (Coppock, 1995, p.l81). This reading 
might be evident whether women want it or not. It appears to be largely a media invention 
(Rapping, 1994) where reclaiming one’s body and sexuality through adornment and other 
practices are current themes in the ‘post-feminist’- or the backlash against feminism.^ 
Feminist practice proposes, “women should enjoy creating their own images and gain 
pleasure from experimenting with their appearance. This does not mean ‘selling out’ but can 
contribute to the reclamation of the positive aspects of adornment” although she does 
consider whether it is possible for a woman to dress for herself (Coppock, 1995, p.29).
When the troupe and class wear their costumes in public, as they do in performances such as 
the Northampton Show, a sense of a sisterhood is heightened through the action and the 
costume. The costume gives them a security and confidence. When Denny introduces the 
troupe to an audience, she is happy to assert an amateur status. Feeling no need to claim 
technical expertise, she says, “we aren’t professionaC, hut we do have a heCCuva Cot o f fu n  when we 
dance andwe hopeyou w id  enjoy it too”. The audience see seven women of varying sizes dressed 
in similar costumes. The costume and the movements that are primarily performed in unison 
present unanimity. It is a display of conformity to the rules of the physical enactment of 
Arabic dancing. Dancing in unison can be read as a metaphor for social harmony (Fiske and
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Hartley, 1993, p.45). In public, Haraam do present the spectator with many moments of 
unison. These are moments when the movement of circling hips or rotating breasts might be 
read as sexual display. Dancing in unison may allow the women of Haraam to embrace their 
own construction of woman as a sexual being but it may also be read as a social acceptance 
of our view of women as sex objects. ^
6.3.2 “Çet in touch with your peCvis. .. concentrate on the parts that mahgyou a woman ”
Margy believes that the movement begins in your pelvis and to be a successful Arabic dancer 
you must ‘get in touch with your pelvis’. Al-Rawi suggests that most of the movements in 
belly dancing are based on circles and that the “figure of eight, this symbol of infinity, is 
yours. It is through uniting both inside and outside that you reach infinity and awareness is 
bom” (1999, p. 109).
Many of the texts reviewed suggest that Arabic or belly dancing can be helpful for difficulties 
with menstmal problems and menopause. Belly dancing can strengthen your pelvic floor 
helping to avoid complications in later life, improve your sex life and your self-confidence.* 
Mushing’s (2000) first experiences of belly dancing contained exactly the same exercises as 
those experienced in her natural childbirth class. This fundamental connection to the earth 
and the role of women within the perpetuation of that concept is played through in all the 
texts by relating the movements in the dance to the functions of a woman’s body.
As explained in Section 5.3, rather than analysing the geometry of figure of eight, Denny uses 
the specificity of female anatomy, the vagina, assuming that eveiy woman in the room will be 
able to relate to this imagery, to help create an image they can imagine as they attempt to 
execute the shape. Rather than the hipbone or pelvic girdle circling in the space around the 
body, an imaginary pencil is drawing the shape of a figure of eight on the floor revealing a 
fundamental link between being a woman (anatomically) and the execution of the movement. 
Margy says the focus of the dance is in “'the hips’, Because it is emphasised with the hip BeCts, that is 
where the centre o f gravity seems to end up with the dance . When teaching a figure of eight 
movement, there are other factors in the consideration of style once the initial shape of the 
figure of eight has been achieved. It is not simply that dancers should be able to fragment, 
vibrate, or rotate a particular isolated part of their anatomy and hold the arms to highlight this 
movement; they must also, according to Denny, lower their head and lift the eyes to look 
straight ahead. The facial expression, arms and movement of the hips as well as correct body 
posture all play a part in constructing the appropriate style where each woman is acutely
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aware of her sexuality and physicality. These actions are taught by encouraging a woman to 
display certain anatomical features. In this sense, the movements might be read as a 
specifically gendered action.
When Denny, for example, tells the class to do a ‘sexy walk’ she is not concerned to explain 
how the foot lands on the floor, whether the heel is followed by the ball of the foot or whether 
the weight is held firmly forward into the ball of the foot (although she does emphasise at all 
times that the weight is held slightly backwards and into the hips). She says: "fbç^your eyes on a 
spot at the other side o f the room and imagine the man o f your dreams is waiting there fo r  you. Seduce him 
■withyour yes". The facial expression and the movement of the hips embody the specific style 
of the dancing. Interestingly, Denny’s language belies another reading, a gendered reading. 
There is no man there at the other side of the room but the women are encouraged to act as if 
they were displaying their bodies, their sexuality, for someone. Who the imaginary man 
might be is of no significance. What is important to Denny, and the other women, is how 
these women fe e l or what emotional response is aroused by the physical enactment when they 
begin to enact their sexuality in this way. By embracing these sex roles within the safe space 
of the class, Denny believes the women may play out positive images of themselves 
regardless of society’s perceptions.^ Margy says, “it is seyuaC you fnow, and there is nothing 
wrong -with that either. I  Cihe that. I aCready hnow that this is how it is perceived" (Interview, 1998).
Operating in a symbolic mode, the pelvis or belly is culturally connected with fertility rites, 
childbearing, and other reproductive functions. Buonaventura considers that this is a dance 
that uses movement of the hips as its principal expression. These movements expressed the 
mystery of life and death in ritual and ceremony (Buonaventura, 1998a, pp. 10-11). The 
anatomical features of pelvic girdle are evident in both male and female, although it may be 
the case that women’s hips tend to be wider than men’s (Hanna, 1988, p.6). I have no 
anatomical evidence to suggest that particular movements might preclude male participation. 
Indeed, there are many instances of men participating in this form in Middle Eastern 
countries.
The biological definition of man and woman refers to their sex role, and can be seen most 
usually in their differences of genitals and reproductive functions. This minimal biological 
body, however, soon becomes related to the cultural understanding of the secondary sex 
characteristics, such as breasts, wider hips for women, menstrual cycles. Although these 
features may typify a woman, how these functions are perceived in any culture are not as
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universals (Hanna, 1988, pp. 6-10) contrary to the writings on Arabic dance. This natural or 
essential woman that appears in the populist material is a biological body not defined by most 
current cultural perceptions. In this case study, a similar concept of woman related to nature 
appears to be embodied in the movement and in the informant’s thinking. As Hanna explains, 
every society has specific ways of being and perceiving male and female (Hanna, 1988, p.7), 
so it would seem evident that the dancing, in this instance, is functioning to symbolise 
femaleness, for the women who participate in Arabic dancing. The movements themselves 
hold gender specific qualities that link to bodily functions. These movements may occur in 
other dance forms without these particular meanings, but here there is an inextricable link 
from being a woman to the embodiment of that concept in the movement.
The implications of the nature/culture debate show how the ‘universalising’ of these concepts 
(MacCormack, 1980, p.5) create what I perceive to be difficult constructions of womanhood 
in contemporary Britain and that the concept of ‘nature’ is bound within this socio-cultural 
context. In order to develop this argument I have established that hip movements appear to be 
the ‘essential’ female movement. They are also constructed as ‘essential’ for a woman, or 
belonging to the concept of woman. Women’s hips encase a woman’s reproductive and other 
vital organs. The intemality of a woman’s reproductive organs, or externality in the case of 
men, is a sex trait that has been applied to the determination of maleness or femaleness at 
birth. Historically gender studies have assumed that most ‘sex’ traits can be determined at 
birth with relative accuracy and ‘gender’ is not natural but acquired." What traits are 
essential in the determination of ‘sex’ are debatable within the field of feminist and gender 
theories, constantly altering as genetic research continues, and yet Al-Rawi implies that “all 
strength stems from one source: the belly and pelvis area” (1999, p.67).
6.3.3 “Whenyou feeCthat you are more BeautifvCyour Body is aBCe to move more
Margy says, “it ù  primariCy I  am dancing fo r myseCf to ceCeBraU myseCf. She believes that she is
expressing something about her individuality that is linked to her concept of being a woman. 
This is evident in the use of hips, chest and other body parts but also in the way in which the 
technique is taught and the way in which this group of women bring their belief systems into 
the action of dancing.
Sarah: 7  thin f i t  ü Bringing out your seyuaRty. I t ’s aUuady in here (points to 
her chest) - inside, wed its proBaBCy down here as w /^T(giggles and places her 
hand on her groin) and in your feet, feeRng the groundedness. But a Cot o f it is in 
the heart”.
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Rhea: througfi the dance I  am a Cot more feminine now, my movements are a Cot
more gentCe, and my mood is a Cot more gentk too. I  thin f i t  happens inside... ad  
over... inside... in your chest”.
Margy: 'Tt might start o ff as just the physicaC hut I  th in ffo r me anyway, it has 
a fnocfon effect. When you feeC that you are more SeautifuCyour Body is aBCe to 
move more or you discover things that you can do with your Body that perhaps you 
didn’t thin f y  ou could. I  thin f i t  is aBout confidence as weCC’.
Mo: “I  just thin f i t ’s a Caugh. I  can enjoy my Body audit’s o f’
Denny; “It ad happens here in the peCvic region. Tou ready have to get in touch 
with your peCvis, ready concentrate on the parts that m afyou a woman".
Perhaps these women believe they are outside the cultural norms of who can dance. 
Buonaventura suggests, “(m)any women who would love to dance have been discouraged by 
the demands of Western dance forms such as ballet, whose requirements include a body of 
almost anorexic proportions” (1998a, p.200). Bound by western notions of who can dance, 
women who participate in Arabic dancing, and other dance forms, may believe they have 
discovered a dance that has no such boundaries.
According to Buonaventura, other western dance forms such as ballet or modem dance 
assume the body is an encumbrance that should be transcended rather than celebrated. 
When watching a modem dance piece danced by “two slim, crop-haired dancers in tee-shirts 
and baggy trousers” Buonaventura thought that if this dance was the manifestation of 
‘today’s woman’, it represented a “dominant image of rejection of the body, distrust of a 
woman’s sensuality rather than celebration” (1989a, p. 197). Participation in Arabic dancing 
is only dependant on two factors, the first is simply that you are a woman; the second is that 
you are interested in celebrating your womanhood. By this very ‘fact’ you are given a status 
and this status then plays an essential part in your dancing.
6.3.4 “I  thinfit happens inside... ad over. I  can enjoy my Body”
In improvisatory sessions each person is free to use the movements she has learned in 
whatever way she chooses exploring the physical action that will become her particular style. 
The correct execution of shapes is not important, although the more proficient dancers can be 
seen refining very small movements or developing new combinations of isolated movements. 
Perhaps at first, a newcomer is not sure how she can move or which movements she enjoys 
most. Even though the lack of skill might inhibit a newcomer, the structure of these sessions 
is supposed to lessen this inhibition and emphasise the individuality of each woman. Denny
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tells the class to "feeCjree to copy whoever you want. I f  you see someone doing something new, watch 
and then try it out”. This signal to look and be prepared to be looked-at is a significant feature 
of Arabic dancing. Margy says, '"'‘ifyou wish to ho f  that is fine, i f  you wish to apphud that is even 
Setter, you hnow. Because you can cekSrate with me ofmyseCf so that is the hind o f confidence thing”. 
Each action may hold specific rules for execution but these are subsumed in the teaching style 
and in other aspects of the class, such as the personal relationships between the participants. 
The sub-text is the expression of each woman’s feelings about herself as a woman and an 
individual. The dancing in these moments becomes a celebration, in Margy’s words, of each 
person. This celebration, like a ritual, can be watched, but is ultimately about individual and 
collective participation. The structure of this potentially ritualised practice - the context of the 
dancing - contains the specific rules of movement; these are the demonstrations of their 
bodies as ‘sexed’ w o m e n .Haraam  are not only concerned with the invisibility, or 
intemality of their reproductive organs - this can be related to the way they believe 
menstruation, menopause and other aspects of their femaleness are problematised in society - 
but also linked to the idea that woman are seen by society as controlled by their reproductive 
functions. This one-dimensional view of women, they believe, does not allow women to 
explore themselves fully as women.
The women believe that it is more than the physical action that defines their dancing. Denny 
says, “the true nature o f the dance. ..is By women fo r women, aBout a ceCeBration o f life, a ceCeBration o f 
Being a woman”. “This is ad aBout Being a woman", according to Mo. Margy thinks, “whateverfirst 
stumBRng steps a woman tahes toward this dincittg is 0.% It is essentialfor women”. These women 
do align themselves with the natural functions of being a woman but that they can in no way 
be understood as one-dimensionally biological. Rosaldo suggests that the subordination of 
women is due to their “domestic” (1974, p. 17) point of reference. Even though this text is 
thirty years old, there are still some vital connections. Perhaps, a woman’s potential 
subordination is not a prime feature in these private moments, but by placing imaginary 
images of men within the classroom, I believe they are encouraging a continuance of male 
domination in the public sphere. On many levels, and perhaps particularly when the women 
perform in public, the physical actions signal not only the gendered nature of each individual 
but also their potential subordination.
The concept of being a woman in this instance is more holistic and embraces both the
biological construct and the more complex philosophical thinking about what it means to be a
woman in the world. A shift in the MacCormack model to embrace a triangulation where
woman plays a mediating role between nature and culture helps to explore the relationship
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between the concept of being a woman as ‘holistic’, and the cultural assumptions about being 
a woman. Attaching themselves to both nature and culture, these women believe “dancing 
offers the conscious and the unconscious, the rational and the intuitive, a space in which they 
may gradually flow into each other” (Al-Rawi, 1999, p.57). No matter what the participants 
believe the dancing achieves, there are still outstanding issues around the notions of beauty, 
femininity and the ‘ideal woman’. Also, the important connection to the ‘woman as closer to 
nature’, espoused by Arabic dancers, is problematised by Ortner (1974), MacCormack (1980) 
and others because they believe it is problematically embedded in the cultural assumptions of 
western society.
Perhaps when the women are dancing, their embodiment of this particular dance form can be 
more usefully explained as a tool of mediation between nature and culture (MacCormack, 
1980, p.9). By this I mean, that in their attempt to discover what it means to be a woman, they 
embrace some aspects of their biological functions as well as attempting to usurp the cultural 
implications of being a woman.
6.3.5 “tedus what you ready want. .. " : Women dancing for each other
Denny, the leader of the class says, “I  wouhfn’t Cet a man come to class, the girCs wouldn't feeCahCe 
to say or do some o f the things they can now Within this frame there are many times when 
discussion is more important than dancing, moments for personal comment or reflection are 
highlighted at the expense of the movement, or democratic decision-making is given 
precedence.
Our classes are very Rght-hearted I t ’s the outward stress relief. They can say or do 
anything they want and there are no repercussions. I f  a man was listening when were 
warming up sometimes he would thin^ god, what a had o f man haters, you hnow.
Because we’re ad in the same Boat. Most o f our men fodjgnore us, for the most part- 
i f  were ready Cuchy (hudhughterf or they’re domineering. I t ’s very, very strange 
that we are ad in the same Boat
Rhea, interview, 1999
The participants explore aspects of their sexuality in the class. Margy says, it is aBout sexpaCity 
too and that ùn o ta  Bad thing”. These exercises allow the women to speak about their sexuality 
in a non-threatening way. One evening, close to Christmas, Denny says to the class during the 
warm-up session: ’’tedus what you ready want in your Christmas stocking (1998). The structure of 
this moment is that each woman says something and then attempts to reflect some aspect of 
the spoken word through action. During this session most of the women appear to offer
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imagined scenarios rather than telling the group about a new dress or book they are hoping 
for. When it is Lorraine’s turn to answer, she says “no more [adders”. For anyone who does not 
know Lorraine the statement sounds obtuse but those who know her realise it is based on her 
feelings of dissatisfaction with her personal circumstances.'^ The next person who speaks 
and moves is Maiy, a longstanding class participant. She says “no [adders, and no [ads”. There is 
now laughter filling the circle and then it is Margy’s turn to enact her desires: "Wo [adders, no
[ads. But mayBe the occasionahsnahe”. The words are accompanied by a hip drop, a circular hip 
movement finished with a pelvic thrust, and finally an ‘S’ shaped arm movement that moves 
from waist to head height. The group read the pelvic thrust as a sign of sexual activity, the 
pattern of the arm embodies the metaphoric symbol of the phallus and cumulatively the group 
of women come to read these words and movements as a celebration of women’s sexual 
freedom but a rejection of the social construction of male patriarchy.
Perhaps these women are like Madonna who, according to Bordo (1993), was able to display 
a sexuality that defied rather than rejected the male gaze, challenging anyone to question her 
movement and not caring how she would be judged (1993, p.268). These women appear to 
challenge anyone who might say they are ‘fat’ or that they ‘shouldn’t be dancing’ or that they 
are indiscreet. Bordo continues by suggesting that a pursuance of this modem, determinist 
fantasy has led to a predicable “postmodern imagination of human freedom from bodily 
determination” (Bordo, 1993, p.245). Although these women appear to seek a freedom from 
images of ‘ideal woman’ and expectations about what they should look like, they are not 
hoping to free themselves from bodily determinism. In fact, they appear to believe that if they 
can let go of the concept of the feminine imposed by their culture these women hope to 
discover a tme, or ‘authentic’, notion of female.
One class member Annette often brings her 11-year-old daughter to class. Annette says she 
has had her daughter’s tarot cards read and she is to be a famous dancer. I see the same 
transformation in her daughter I see in new members attending the class. At first she is shy, 
hiding behind her mother during warm-ups that include speaking out individually whilst 
executing a movement, but the last time I saw her when the class were enacting Denny s 
instruction “ted us what you rea[^ want in your Christmas stocking she was fully regaled in her 
Arabic costume, complete with hip belt, gold jewellery and a bra top. She is the girl in the 
video who, when I ask her what she thinks, says '"it’s cooC. No longer hiding behind her 
mother, she tells the class she would like the film star Leonardo Di Caprio in her Christmas 
stocking. She is now operating within the class as all the other women. This is her initiation
into the world of adult women, yet a time where she is still a child. (Al-Rawi, 1999, p.24).
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This “rite of passage” (Turner, 1982, p.25) described by Al-Rawi is different to the 
experiences of Annette’s daughter, but similar enough to warrant comparison. The moment 
with Annette and her daughter would not be signalled as ritual activity in this society but 
might usefully be framed as ritualised moments for the purposes of further consideration. Al- 
Rawi, growing up in Baghdad, was taught how to dance by her grandmother, who also 
explained many of the spiritual mysteries of life to Al-Rawi. Each moment of dancing she 
explains is linked to a phase in her early development. In the life of Annette’s daughter there 
are no such dancing, or ritual moments, linked to her development as a woman, yet Annette 
appears to be attempting to create these moments for her, perhaps to enable her to celebrate 
when she ‘becomes a woman’. In England, as in many other countries, the beginning of the 
menstrual cycle holds a particular significance. It marks the transition from childhood to the 
adult world. This moment is culturally constructed and often poses complex social difficulties 
for a young woman. Sometimes a young woman will want no one to know she has ‘come on’ 
because she fears no one else has started to menstruate, other times she will be distressed 
because she believes herself to be the only person who has not started to menstruate. It is also 
the time when parents ensure the emerging young woman understands the implications of 
sexual intercourse. These possible scenarios are sometimes in the public domain, but still 
often couched in a Victorian attitude of silence and discretion.
Annette says, on the video, that the dancing “"makes her fe e t more tike a woman” and her 
daughter says the dancing “is cooC. By including her daughter in Arabic dancing Annette is 
hopeftil that the myriad of signs of womanhood available in the structured class help her 
daughter to understand that the ‘ideal woman’ images are not the norm because here in the 
room are women of all shapes and sizes. She also hopes that her daughter will be able to 
celebrate, rather than be afraid or ashamed of, her body and its biological functions. In this 
sense the dancing becomes a ‘ritualised performative practice’ (Hughes-Freeland and Crain, 
1998).
These events are not rituals in the manner described by Al-Rawi but the dancing often does
have a deeper meaning that can be understood by the layperson. In this sense, I believe, the
term ‘ritualised performative practice’ can signal something of these deeper meanings that
emerges in Annette’s narrative. As Hughes-Freeland suggests, ‘the performative and creative
aspects of human behaviour restore to the notion of identity the agentive dimension which is
underplayed in cultural models of identity” (1998, p.6) where social action becomes reduced
to consumption. Without this understanding, I believe, the analyst may be in danger of
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assuming that movement is merely concept, or perhaps merely a bodily phenomenon, 
something like a leisure pursuit or catharsis, that the body can partake in whilst leaving the 
mind unencumbered for other more meaningful tasks. The term, ritualised performative 
practice is intended to capture something of the creative action required by the individual and 
the collective to perform identity. It also seeks to signal something of the transformative 
power of this practice.
Much work has been undertaken to shift this Cartesian legacy, from the initial 
phenomenological work of Sheets-Johnstone (1966) to the much more helpful work 
contained in Famell’s ‘Ethno-Graphics and the Moving Body’ (1994) and her edited 
collection. Human Action Signs in Cultural Context (1995) where the enactment of dancing is 
theorised as “talking from the enacted body” (Varela, 1995, p.287). This positions a theory of 
the anthropology of the body where the body is not analysed as a biological organism or a 
cultural phenomenon but assumes that the informant’s enactment is a choice to articulate 
something of the practice known to them as dancing and the researcher’s analysis that should 
speak from the body to afford centrality to the relationship between the biologically 
determined physical organism and the sociologically determined person. This move beyond 
phenomenology locates an analysis of this case study where the person, or agent, speaks from 
the body and the researcher creates a framework for revealing the deeper meanings contained 
in the enactment of the dancing.
The primary thrust of this work has been to find a suitable tool for the cross-cultural analysis 
of dance and movement. This model would shift the Cartesian notion explained by Famell in 
her 1995 article:
There are two separate systems involved in the human organization of 
space, time, and the body, one having to do with the movement of the 
body, a physical realm of sensory-motor organization and doing in the 
world; the other having to do with sound and speech and a mental realm 
of thought and reflection on the world.
Reprinted 2000, p.92
Her search for the discoveiy of knowledge that is not expressed verbally has resulted in the 
development of a system of movement analysis and text that embraces the view that mind is 
best conceived of as the sum total of ways in which knowledge can be organized through 
language and other semi otic practices” (Famell, 2000. p.92). In this case study, as in Famell s 
study on the Plains Indian sign talk and Assiniboine culture, a greater attention is given to the
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potential meanings in movement. Ethnographically, the information in this thesis was 
discovered through both a focus on dancing, filming the dancing and talking about dancing in 
interviews and discussions. The combination of methodological tools provided a framework 
for understanding that allowed the researcher to continually return to the movement to 
understand these deeper meanings.
The use of the term ‘ritualised’ is not intended as a reductive tool where the dancing becomes 
subsumed within categorisations and theories surrounding ritual. To re-iterate this position: I 
am suggesting that ritual is a useful frame in which to consider the social practice of dancing 
because rituals, according to Scheduler (2002), are memories in action. These women appear 
to play out possible solutions to problems in their personal lives within the frame of the dance 
class in much the way rituals might be said to allow a space where people can explore the 
possibilities of being something beyond their everyday selves. My intention is to resist a 
separation between the action of dancing and the perceived ideas that are embodied in that 
action. I believe developing beyond the concept of ritual to the notion of ritualised 
performative practices allows the researcher to resist the need to move from the ‘visible’ 
through to the ‘invisible’ (Famell, 1995, p.4) and back again and provides a space where both 
visible and invisible become intertwined and inseparable.
Ritualised performative practices suggest a participation in something rather than a concern 
with meaning and form (Hughes-Freeland and Crain, 1998, p.3). The embodied action of 
dancing, or the performative action, provides the analyst with a frame where experience is 
more important than meaning, although this is often difficult to interpret. Similarly, ritual 
provides a frame where belief and commitment are more important than meaning. In Chapter 
Eight I will introduce another narrative where the mythological world of dancing can be 
framed within the concept of ritualised performative practice in order to allow the reader to 
see these women dancing within the spiritual light in which they so heartily believe.
Because many of the moments described in this chapter have been ‘life-altering’ for the 
women concerned, I believe that the dancing does provide a vehicle for transgression. Within 
the “camaraderie, friendships, spirituaC quafity that you perhaps don’t get in our mundane everyday Cives “
(Denny, 1999), they can play out their fantasies - dressing up, expressing a fantastical interest 
in male film stars, they can move in ways that most of the outside world would consider 
vulgar or sexually enticing and therefore socially unacceptable. These women believe they 
can stop spending “their lives adapting or changing their appearance to attain ideal 
womanhood” (Coppock, 1995, p.24). They support each other in personal explorations and
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always tell each other that the dancing is their own, that there are no expectations, no rules, 
no rights or wrongs. Here is a place where a woman can discover who she is in her own right, 
not as a mother, wife, professional, but as a woman, an Arabic dancing woman. Perhaps each 
woman hopes to be able to create the sensation of a ritualised moment where she might be 
able to halt the gradual alienation from her body that she is encouraged towards in the futile 
search for eternal beauty (Coppock, 1995, p.24).
6.3 .6  “ On« dancer apoCogizedfor Being to tad, too Carge, too ugCy to dance”
Preoccupation with body size and shape appears to be part of the underlying tension, 
although body size is not discussed overtly at rehearsals or in class. Most of the women say 
there is no one body size, shape or style that is the ideal for this dancing. Yet most of the 
women can identify a female image, sometimes of a dancer, sometimes simply a woman that 
they admire and would like to look like. One evening, whilst the class had a short break, I 
asked some of the participants how they know what they want the dancing to look like. One 
woman said there is an old Rita Hayworth movie that she knows "is not authentic” (Mary, 
1998) although she still wants to be able to move with that same fluid quality. Another 
woman commented on Titania, a dancer from the United States who came to Northampton to 
lead a workshop. It was Titania’s hands that captured her imagination and she wants to be 
able to find hand gestures like that. Leila tells me she likes my arms. She says they are long 
and look good doing the Arabic arm movements but claims her arms are short and they don’t 
look good. What concerns these women is that each woman should feel comfortable enough 
within the confines of the class to explore who they want to be; this includes their body shape 
and the adornment of their body, although they are also acutely aware of ideal body types for 
both the notion of woman and Arabic dancing woman.
One dancer first came to class apologizedfor Beiry to tad, too targe, too ugty to 
dance But she was repeating what she had Been totd. She finady stopped 
apologizing fo r  Being overweight. A nd she finady got the idea the idea that she 
could come and she coutd Be a woman, she could Be who she was and noBody would 
criticize that and fsh e  was her own cntic that was unfortunate. So she started o ff 
By haxnng a good time, then the costume started appearing and then the makeup 
started appearing ,and then the headdress and then she started standing upright 
more and then she startedgetting a sort ofgraceful stance, she totd her husBandto 
go to hed Because he was the one who put the ideas there in the first place.
Although that is fairly radical diey don't ad do that much o f a change But it does 
give them a sense o f inner confidence.
Denny, video interview, 1999
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Many of the women are over-weight compared to the super-model image or the television 
commercial actors. Denny tells the class
one night, when I  was on a diet, I  was laying in Bed and I  had this shooting pain 
in my hip. I  thought I  had Broken something But when I  got out o f Bed and walked 
around it was fine and I  realised I  had found my hip Bone, so I  got Back i^nto Bed 
and then I  put all the weight Back^ on.
Denny, Class, 1998
According to Coppock, “it is important to recognise that under- or over-eating is...a means of 
resistance for women, through which they establish some form of control (even if harmful) 
over their bodies” (1995,p. 160) and Bordo claims that such bodies demand that they “be read 
as a...statement about gender” (1993, p. 169).
Deconstructing the beauty myth within the confines of the class, the women appear to support 
each other in their transgressions from the perceived norm for the ideal woman. They begin 
to present themselves differently and are encouraged to do so by Denny and the other troupe 
members.
I t ’s Rkÿ dienrry says fo r  her to do a movement and fo r what Sarah can do, there is 
just no comparison, dhefact that poor old Sarah has to work^twice as hard to get 
the same movement as Oenny is aBout the only thing that is different. A nd Because 
o f their different Body sizes, umm, they Both have their own style and where could 
you get a group o f 7 women that go from Sarah and Shelly who are a size 10 all the 
way through to (Denny who is a size 24, 26 at times.
Rhea, interview, 1999
In the frame of a ritualised performative practice the women can begin to understand a new 
set of rules by which they can resist the images that tell them what body shape they should 
aspire to, what clothes they should wear, what facial expressions, movements and behaviour 
they are required to adopt (Bordo, 1993, p. 170). In just the way Bordo suggests, these women 
appear to understand that “not every body will do” (Bordo, 1993, p.254) but, unlike Bordo, 
they do not want to believe that they should alter their own body with surgery or diet. 
Coppock’s words reflect the informant’s position: “women’s physical and mental health can 
be severely affected by dominant ideologies and images o f‘femininity (1995, p. 160). These 
women feel quite strongly that the projected message of gendered ‘have what you want’ 
advertising is a fabrication. Their response is to turn to a more natural construction of their 
femininity. In these ritualised moments they hope that they can rescind their ‘constant
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striving to overcome...inadequacy” (Coppock, 1995, p.24) in order to be able to “proclaim or 
accept their ‘beauty’ or be satisfied with their appearance” (Coppock, 1995, p.24).
This ‘superwoman’ image is what Denny and the rest of the troupe believe they are fighting 
against. Michelle lives with her husband and four children on a council estate and does not 
have the opportunity to work, even though the extra money would help with necessities for 
the children. Rhea can’t work because of multiple sclerosis and so is dependent on her 
government income. Denny, although in a well-paid job, says the responsibilities of cooking, 
cleaning and caring for her teenage son are not shared with her husband but are hers alone. 
The concept of having ‘made it’ is not relevant to their everyday lives. Faludi explains that it 
is not women’s success that is in question, but that women are still unhappy because, “in 
public surveys, women consistently rank their own inequality, at work and at home, among 
their most urgent concerns” (1991, p.9). In sharp contrast to the publicity generated by the 
popular press, media moguls and fashion barons, according to Faludi, women do not believe 
equality has been achieved, not because they have or have not got the job they desire, or the 
pay they deserve, but because “working men, not working women, fail to spend time in the 
nurseiy and in the kitchen” (1991, p.9). The media construct of superwoman has not altered 
their lives; perhaps it has made it more difficult because they feel they are expected to work 
and be equipped to cope with all eventualities alongside all their more traditional domestic 
responsibilities. Happiness and satisfaction, for these women, does not appear to be 
dependent on their ability to achieve these ‘superwoman’ or ‘ideal woman’ standards. It does 
not appear to be the “concept of a feminine woman, nor her concept of a man’s views... It 
was her image of herself which was important” (Fransella and Frost, 1977, p. 128). Whilst 
these women may compare themselves to stereotypical notions of ‘woman’ that exist within 
their own society, they are more concerned to seek out images that they believe to be more 
appropriate for themselves.
6.S. 7 The power o f the dance: performing at the Northampton Show
When the troupe and class perform in public they are able to take their newly embodied 
notion of womanhood into a wider cultural context. It may be a frightening experience for 
those who have previously felt theirs was not a body that could be presented in this kind of 
public arena and becomes a way of transforming those very privately enacted ritualised 
performative practices.. At the Show they must make their way through the crowds of people 
all milling about the various stalls. They are accompanied by friends and relations of both 
troupe and class members. It is quite a large entourage, full of colour and sparkle, and they 
attract much attention from people interested to know who these women are. Some of the on-
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lookers follow the entourage and watch them perform. Two class members, Donna and 
Lorraine, are amongst those walking to the performance arena. Her husband and four children 
accompany Donna and Lorraine is not far away walking alone. The two women have known 
each other for a short time. Lorraine does not know much about Donna’s personal 
circumstances, and vice versa. As they find their way to the performance arena, a man moves 
toward Lorraine and looks as if he wishes to speak to her. Lorraine lifts her chest and let it 
drop in a move called a ‘chest wink’ and moves quickly away from the man. Later she tells 
Donna that this is her ex-husband. When she explains this to Denny and the other troupe 
members, after the performance, she is given a rally of applause. In this moment her costume 
both links her “body to the social world, but it also separates the body from the outside 
world” (Thomas and Miller, 1997, p.97). The movement of her breasts was intended to 
metaphorically say ‘so there, see what I can do and you can’t control me anymore’. Her 
movement and her costume provide her with an ability to challenge and alter her social role, 
thus affording her a position of power (Dodds, 1997, p.231). Empowered by the 
transformative qualities of the costume, the action is deployed as an expressive tool, telling 
her previous partner and anyone else who is watching that she belongs only to herself and to 
a sisterhood of Arabic dancers who can perform these ‘unerotic’ movements (Dodds, 1997, p. 
231).
6.4 Dancing to change the world: the issue of the spectator
The participants construct themselves in relation to the outside world of Northampton as well 
as the wider world of Arabic dancing as we have seen in the previous sections. The action of 
dancing together defines this group as a dancing community and signals their difference. But 
what do the audience or spectators think or experience when seeing the women dancing? In 
order to answer this question I will return once again to Schechner’s application of the 
infinity loop where he distinguishes between types of spectators. First, the known spectators 
-  in this case study these are the women who watch each other during private performance, 
party evenings or during the class - are women who are familiar with the form and the 
individuals in the group. Using Schechner’s terminology these are known as integral 
audiences (1977, p. 194) in that they have prior knowledge of the dance form, the group or 
the performance event. Second, the unknown spectators - people who have no connection to 
the individuals and usually have very little knowledge of the form - are people who see the 
troupe and class perform choreographed dances in public places. Schechner refers to these 
audiences as “accidental” (1977, p. 194). Schechner suggests that a form can shift depending 
on its audience. In Chapter Four I suggested that it was the participants who orchestrated a
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shift from a social to an aesthetic realm rather than the audience. This section analyses the 
relationship between the participants and the spectators in order to better understand where 
and how a shift in the aesthetic qualities of the dancing is both enacted by the dancers and 
received by the audience.
In the first instance, the known or integral spectator is not separate to the performer. As 
O’Farrell (2000) suggests “the dancer is taught to find her own style, to perform for others 
and how to watch”. During each class individuals are encouraged to look at one another for 
evidence of how to execute steps and movements. On party evenings or during "’two minute
heir the women dance for one another. The class members are taught to dance for themselves. 
In these moments it seems any movements are acceptable and they are taught to dance for 
other people. The individual is encouraged to engage the audience; or encourage the audience 
members to look at specific parts of the anatomy.
In a culture that, according to Buonaventura, prizes “speed and youth and a slim, active 
body” (1983, p. 136), believing yourself to be the ‘right’ kind of woman to be looked becomes 
an interesting issue. Denny believes this view encourages the “cfe-feminising” (Denny, 1998) of 
women and that dancing for one another is an attempt to shift this perception of woman as 
object. They believe the dance gives them the power they lack elsewhere in their daily lives. 
The enactment of the movements is not erotic even though they may be seen as such by 
spectators thus embracing the notion of ‘looking’ or the ‘gaze’ into the basic elements of the 
dance.''* It may be too simplistic to say that the “someone on the other side o f the room" that
Denny encourages her class members to imagine is a man whose gaze objectifies the dancing 
woman. Sharon suggests that the dancing “enaSfjes women who have a prohCem with their sexuality
to express andauept their sexuality”. The woman imagines herself on display for an ‘imagined 
other’. Without the concern over the presence of a real fleshy body, the woman is able to test, 
or play out this new role.
In the confines of the class the woman plays out her new role allowing other women to look. 
The response is not simply kinaesthetic or visual.'^ In the exchange between performer and 
the known spectator there is a response that touches the women more deeply than a surface 
presentation of shapes and patterns, although I am not suggesting that the spectator 
experiences the movement in the same way as the performer. The division between the 
performer and spectator is less rigid as the performer becomes the spectator and vice versa. A 
surface reading suggests that the women are upholding dominant value systems by acting
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out’ the appropriate female behaviour, thus reinforcing their sex role scripting (Hanna, 1988, 
p.77). Denny assures the women that “whatever you do, however you dance, it is okf, indicating a 
contradiction to this reading. It seems the purpose of this interaction is more subtle than a 
mere enactment of gender stereotyping. The woman performing tries out, or tests, the 
boundaries of her perceptions about femininity in a private and ritualised setting. In this 
moment she brings into play her perceptions about the dancing and her role as a woman 
within society and attempts to transform her physicality so it is more in keeping with a 
fantasy she may have of her presence in the world. Meanwhile, the spectator, who carries her 
own perspectives into the act of spectating, gazes upon the woman. In this moment the 
spectator may see aspects of their own position or simply another woman testing her 
boundaries. She may feel envious or have a feeling of disdain for another dancer. The 
relationship between the spectator and performer is one where knowing body speaks to 
knowing body. Unlike many other visual exchanges that uphold the heterosexual notions of 
desire, here the bodies are alike. The women support each other through developments, 
alterations, transformations and, most importantly, the physical expression of all these 
conditions. The physical expression is usually contained within normative expectations of 
femininity, sexuality or spirituality where there is a sympathy that embraces much more than 
a kinaesthetic response. Dancing for one another reveals the aspirations and alterations 
embodied by each woman.
The second notion of spectator is the person who views this dance with no experiential 
knowledge of the form, the accidental spectator. In these instances the spectator views the 
dance event independent of context, extracting a particular reading according to the possible 
meanings the individual brings to the interaction.'^ In these public performances, the troupe 
performs a particular repertoire that is rehearsed in class and troupe rehearsals. The selection 
of dances for an audience is based on how many of the troupe will be performing and not on 
any sense of what might be most appropriate for which audience. Desmond suggests that 
much work that has been done in relation to dance and gender studies has relied on a text 
based or “speech-act theories of interpretation” (2001, p. 12). These potentially problematic 
theories serve to remind the reader that the performative act of dancing is the practice where 
social identities are communicated. Communication is a dual action requiring both production 
and reception. To this end, within the framework established for this case study, the unknown 
spectator can only receive the production of the dance through their particular lens or 
perspective.
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According to Hanna, “(d)anced gender patterns serve to remind audience members of their 
respective identities and roles” (1988, p.77). If this is the case, then these women might 
appear to the audience as women who are outside their own notions of what it is to be a 
woman or what it means to be a dancer. The spectator may see large women who appear to be 
acting in a foolish manner displaying their bodies to people with whom they are 
unacquainted. The performers appear to be acting outside the boundaries of socially 
acceptable behaviour; hence these spectators will interpret the dancing as unseemly, perhaps 
embarrassing or even blatantly offensive. Secondly, the person with clear notions of what it 
means to be a dancer will assess the dancing against these qualifiers and the women will be 
rendered appropriate or inappropriate accordingly. As most populist images of dancers are 
young and slim, these women will appear odd or unusual. Thirdly, there are also people who 
will view this display and recognise something of its context. These may be women or men 
who see the women attempting to claim their sexuality and shouting to the world about the 
pleasure of being a woman. They may see the women attempting to shift cultural perceptions 
of what it means to be a dancer, or who can dance.
In these public moments, the group present dances rather than improvised moments of 
dancing. The dance is performed within a formal structure with a particular audience 
perspective, or a ‘front’. There will be a distance between performer and spectator, and the 
patterns, rhythms and shapes will be predetermined within a particular physical space and 
time. This is not dissimilar to most other dance performances the spectator might see in other 
contexts. The problematic history of this form or the conceptual framework of these specific 
women is of little or no concern to the unknown spectator as he or she views this dancing 
within their own cultural expectations o f‘performance’.
When the accidental spectator views this dancing they may make a comparison with other 
dance forms and this may be informed by westernised fantasy images of the ‘orient’ (Said, 
1975). These images are all absence, according to Said, and cannot represent the real 
presence of dancing women, as in the case of Maud Allan whose success may have been 
dependent on the absence of the real Arabic dancing woman. Belly dancers are associated 
with sexuality in the west (Nieuwkerk, 1995, p.8) and the disjuncture between the real 
dancing women and the fetishised sign is still apparent in the responses by uninformed 
spectators. The ‘real’ women enacting this dancing do not believe they are a symbol of the 
“sensual East” (Nieuwkerk, 1995, p.l), however, they may still be read in such a way that 
links the dancing with both the woman as sex object and this fetishised sign of the Oriental 
exotic (Lewis, 1996, p. 173). In summary, the outsider may view the dancing and transform it
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into their aesthetic system regardless of the deeper conceptual framework so carefully 
established by the dancers and the populist texts on Arabic dancing. The majority of the 
dancers in Haraam know they are not presenting a western theatre art dance form yet there 
are similarities, as I have shown. Haraam are concerned to publicly present an image of 
‘woman’ that embraces a wider notion of acceptable physical features and belief systems than 
they feel is available elsewhere. To do this and feel empowered in the act, they buoy up the 
action of dancing with a deep mythological system that is based on a complex web of histoiy, 
potential histories, myths and rituals as the following chapter will reveal.
6.5 A Dancing Community
To conclude, I suggest that these women believe themselves to be resisting the current 
perceptions of woman as ‘superwoman’ by returning to whatever they believe to be the 
natural or ‘authentic’ woman inside them. This woman, as Al-Rawi has already explained, is 
in eveiy woman simply waiting to be set free. Against the notion that our identities express 
some authentic core, Bordo claims that “our identities...are the dramatic effect (rather than 
the cause) of our performances” (Bordo, 1993, p.289). In other words, there is no natural 
woman waiting patiently for the cultural constructs to be broken down. More likely, 
according to Bordo, these women have learned “how to manipulate languages, gestures and 
other cultural idioms” (Bordo, 1993, p.290) even if this, in their view, is the rejection of these 
cultural norms. They are attempting to be determined as women by both their natural or 
biological selves and the mediated concepts of the ‘superwoman’, although the natural self 
might also be understood to be an/other constructed notion of the self. What is important, for 
these women, is that the experiential nature of the dancing and the dance event provides them 
with the physical tools, or a sense of agency, to attempt a transgression of cultural 
assumptions about what it is to be a woman and what it is to be a dancing woman.
The link between nature and culture is hazy and creating a ‘natural’ body for these women
still has the implications of a culturally defined body. These women appear to be cognisant of
this complexity because they establish dancing situations that they believe will assist the class
participants in transgressing cultural stereotypes of the ‘ideal woman’. They employ the
notion of the natural or authentic body as a means of empo wering the women who participate
in Arabic dancing, and this allows them to develop strategies for transgression. The strategies
are visible in the dancing context in relation to their use of adornment, appropriation of
concepts about body size and shape and the use of overt sexuality as a tool for empowerment.
Although access to the notion of an essential women is available through discussion about the
movement material, the concept is more deeply embedded in the conceptual time and space
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of the dancing. The women embrace the notion that their movements are ‘sexed’ in both an 
everyday sense and also in the theatrical sense (Hanna, 1988, p. 12).
As the women enact these strategies in the moment of dancing a sense of community is 
created (Spalding and Woodside, 1997, p.252). This community of dancing, introduced here 
and further developed in Chapter Eight, moves with them as they travel into public spaces, 
such as the Northampton Show. In this community are the invisible rules of admission to the 
conceptual world of Arabic dancing that appear to guide the women during moments of 
performance. They may be resolutely unaware of an unsupportive audience. At the 
Northampton Show, the majority of people who watch the troupe appear to be genuinely 
fascinated by the phenomenon. Adverse reactions by passers-by, however, can be heard. “Did 
you see that?”, “What the hell was that?” and in particularly young men suggesting to their 
friends “I’d like to see you have a go at that one” and “Did you see the size of her”.'''
These comments appear to be of no concern to the troupe. Having established a place where 
the audience may see them as ‘a bit of fun’, they get on with the business of their dancing. In 
these moments of action, a collective sense of community creates a boundary between them 
and the audience. Whilst at other times, this boundary serves to identify Arabic dancers from 
other people in Northampton; at this moment, it also allows the women to feel a protection 
from the views of these other people. The women belong to something that is larger than 
themselves. Relationships appear to be formed in the act of dancing that create a dancing 
community. The dance is adjusted to the needs of the women. They are not concerned with 
the precision of technique hailed by some Arabic dancers and so they simplify the 
movements to make it more amenable to a variety of women. By applying their larger 
ideological positions to their dancing, there is an additional weight and strength to their 
perceptions of themselves and their community of dancers. These aspects of the dancing and 
the dancing community create a protective coat that allows the women to move into a space 
that is radical and ultimately risky. In this public performance space, these non-professional 
dancing women feel empowered to dance because they are dancing for themselves. In the 
moment of enactment the women display these cultural stereotypes, yet believe they are 
transgressing these very stereotypes.
The essential or stereotypical qualities are biologically determined features of a woman, in 
this sense a universalising feature of the dance. As Grau (1994) points out, the assumption 
that all people sexed female are the same results in the notion of an essential . This 
‘essential’ becomes a universal as the following syllogism reveals, since being a woman is
179
defined by her biology and biological sex determines the ability to enact certain hip 
movements, these movements (Arabic dancing) can be enacted by all women. Therefore this 
dancing becomes universal. In Chapter Seven I take the concepts of ‘universal’ and 
‘essential’ further to discover that these terms also apply to a particular notion of spirituality 
that is found in the Arabic dance texts and in Haraam.
Endnotes for Chapter Six
' This work was developed for dance by Hanna (1988). Both these writers draw on the work o f  Mead (1935) who 
wrote that traits we usually attribute to females can, in other cultures, be ascribed to men. Lévi-Strauss (1963) and 
the work o f de Beauvoir also influence these principles.
 ^ See MacCormack and Strathem (1980) ‘Introduction’ in Nature, Culture and Gender, Ortner (1974), Rosaldo and 
Lamphere (eds.) (1974) and Strathem (1981) and (1984), for a foil debate on the concepts o f  nature and culture.
 ^ See MacCormack & Strathem (1980) Nature, Culture and Gender, Ann Oakely (1972) Sex, Gender and Society; 
and Rosaldo & Lamphere (ed., 1972) Woman, Culture and Society.
See particularly Hanna (1987), (1988) and Adair.
 ^See Hubbard (1990) p.27; Cashmere (1989), p.192-193; and Oakley (1982) Chapter Six.
 ^ Coppock, Haydon and Richter (1995) comment that “it was no coincidence that ‘post-feminism’ emerged as 
initiatives in government and industry were announced promoting the 1990s as the decade o f gender equality” 
(p.3). They add “Comment in the media, in politics and in industry became scattered with references to the 1990s 
as an ‘enlightened’ and ‘post-feminist’ period” (p.3).
 ^I will discuss this in the concluding Chapter.
* Al-Rawi (1999), Buonaventura (1998a), Hobin (1982, 1998), the three television programmes and Internet sites 
reviewed in Chapter 3.
 ^Al-Rawi and Buonaventura mention performing for other women in a safe space. Nieuwkerk focuses on the public 
performing o f Arabic dancing even though she recognises that Egyptians like to sing and dance for one another 
(1995, p.7).
See the male dancers on the UCLA video, ‘Dances of Egypt’ (1991).
** “Sex” is a biological term and “gender” is a psychological and a cultural term (Oakley, 1972, p. 158). This 
distinction was commonly made in many feminists’ texts o f the 1970s and early 80s such as Rosaldo who claimed 
that “biological research may illuminate the range in human inclinations and possibilities but it cannot account for 
the interpretation of these facts in a cultural order” (1972, p.22). However, much o f this work was constructed in 
order to unpick the problem o f women’s discrimination and held an assumption that biological characteristics o f  
‘sex’ could be distinguished from debates and theoretical discussions about gender.
1 introduce the term ‘ritualised performative practice’ at this point in relation to Annette s daughter. I will return to 
the concept in Chapter Eight when I have discussed the mythological world o f the dancing.
I overheard Lorraine telling Denny, when asked what she had done over the weekend, that her husband had spent 
the weekend up a ladder fixing the roof and she was tired of him not spending any time with her or the children.
14
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See Dodds (1995).
See Martin (1933), TJie Modern Dance, p. 12.
" There are significant developments in the reading o f dance. See Desmond (ed)(1997) or her later text (2001) for 
alternative approaches to the reading o f dance through critical thinking from cultural studies, or Buckland 
(ed)(1999) for essays on dance ethnography. The series o f texts from Scarecrow Press on the Anthropolo^ o f 
Human Movement provide a particular notion o f understanding dance and dancing. See Famell (1995), Williams
(1991) (1997) and (2000).
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These are all audience comments I overheard and recorded at the 1998 Northampton Show.
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Chapter Seven; ‘Essential and Universal’ spirituality
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7.1 A ‘spiritual quality’
Sklar (1991a) writes about the deep impact which working in a Catholic community had on 
her relationship to religion and suggests that a reflexive approach assisted her in a journey to 
gain a deeper insight into her own perceptions or judgements. This is also the case in this 
research. As stated in Chapters One and Two, the selection of this case study was not based 
on a pre-determined interest in Arabic dance, rather it arose from a particular methodological 
approach. As a result, I have continually searched for research techniques that would provide 
a deeper understanding of the participants’ notion of dancing and, latterly, of spirituality.
The relationship between the spiritual and the dancing was not initially apparent. I could 
‘feel’ the group were emotionally very close and indicated earlier that this could be read as a 
dancing community. It took more than a year of participating in the class, filming the group 
and attending performances before I found a way to understand the nature of this ‘closeness’. 
Attending healing sessions with Margy, who is a reiki healer, was the initial step. With an 
interest in personal discovery as my rationale I asked her if I could come to her for a 
treatment. These sessions gave an insight into the ideological position of one troupe member 
and a clearer understanding of the language required to elicit such information from the other 
informants. From this point, I was able to talk to the group members using a language that 
had previously evaded me. It would seem that as the troupe realised I had a commitment to 
discovering my ‘inner woman’, they were prepared to open the door to another level of 
understanding surrounding the dancing.
Interviews and filming had been undertaken with each participant in their home in an attempt 
to capture more than the aesthetic qualities that had been my fundamental concern with the 
Contemporary Dance class. In each instance the informant had begun to talk about their belief 
systems without my prompting or encouragement. These women wanted to talk about 
philosophy and religion and each woman had many items that they felt were significant 
symbols of these spiritual connections to the dancing. I was usually invited to video these 
items — Margy’s hanging inscribed with Classical Egyptian icons, Denny’s statue of Isis she 
keeps in her office, Sarah’s American Indian artwork and her costumes -  and these aspects of 
the women’s lives began to affect the focus of my video work. It seemed inappropriate to 
concentrate solely on the aesthetic I found in the classroom or in moments of performance 
when there was so much more that these women connected to their dancing that I had been 
previously unable to access.
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I asked the group if they would complete a questionnaire based on some of the issues that I 
had noted during the interviews in order to decide how to develop the research in a way that 
would take account of this new area and in order to clarify some of the information. Each 
participant completed the form in detail.' In Denny’s lengthy response, she notes that she 
believes I was ‘drawn’ to the group. Although she recognises and understands my social 
scientific process, she believes there were other factors that governed my decision to research 
this group. Certainly, it is impossible to ‘know’, in a deeper or higher sense of truth, if this is 
the case or not. I can state that I was clear that this group would provide me with rich 
ethnographic evidence and that there were many issues in the group that seemed intensely 
alien or ‘other’ to me. As a result of this questionnaire I knew it was necessary for me to re­
evaluate my role within the research. In simplistic terms I made a decision that it would no 
longer be acceptable to hide behind the camera in any attempt to foreground the participants, 
if for no other reason than this group of women believed, and reminded me, that I was 
implicated in the research.
At the point in the research when I was forced to select only one case study, I agonised over 
the decision for almost six months. The prospect of concentrating on these women for the 
next few years of my life seemed frightening and overpowering, although why I thought this 
would be the case I could not explain rationally. Perhaps this seems inarticulate, too personal 
or even beyond the boundaries of appropriate disclosure. Religion or spirituality is not, 
however, a subject based on rational thought. As such, I believe it is imperative that the 
‘connections’ that this group believe to exist are introduced and revealed in the researcher 
first, before introducing how I have come to understand these factors within the group. The 
healing sessions with Margy were intensely emotional. In these moments my boundaries as 
an ethnographer were blurred as I felt myself becoming closer to the group. When I was with 
the group, I ‘felt’ very strongly that this was the right group to study. The result of my 
participation with, and reflection upon, this group is a fundamental shift in my relationship to 
notions of the spiritual and this has become closely related to my concern with, and 
understanding of, the role of women in contemporary society. Below is an extract from 
Denny’s questionnaire.
It is my Belief that we meet in this Ife who we need to meet - often those who we 
have Been with Before. I  have seen for myself how a group closes ranks when 
trouBle threatens - we are very protective o f each other. (Even you fe lt drawn to Be^ 
with us -I wonder why - fo r the laughter (I understand that) But the magnetic 
effect Ü strange and inexpHcaBle - Vi/hat was it you needed from us (Besides your 
research?) (You are now part o f this research, Rk§ it or not. (You have felt your life 
to/if mg JO ; ,o « w ^  (oo^o«  to o«r (Pgz^pj tÆù
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you But we hcicC nothing to hide and much to give. As a collective we have seen 
strange things occur when we wishecT, visualised them, dhe power o f women is 
awesome when unleashed! A nd  after all you are a woman!
Evident in this statement is a belief in something beyond the dancing. Denny is signalling 
more than a belief in the unity of a group. When a group of women come together this 
something, they believe, is ‘unleashed’ -  set free, let run free, given free rein. This is not a 
term that is easily applicable or visible in the dancing. The ‘power of women’ takes on an 
ethereal tone, rather than a physical one.
Margy gives an example of movement material that she believes holds this power.
dhe figure o f 8 is very significant in Astrology and it’s the number o f Saturn, and 
i t’s the sign o f infinity so that connects fo r me with the whole Business o f the 
Sacral, and the Shafra as well You are actually making that sign with your hips, 
actually saying something when you do that. I  mean, it is sacred fo r me this dance.
Margy, Interview, 1998
For Margy the ‘eight’ is the embodiment of her life where to be a woman means to be 
independent of a man and secure in that position. It is not the embodiment of the shape, but 
the metaphoric meaning contained within the embodiment of the physical action that allows 
her to believe she is embodying her value systems. This leads to a conceptual or mythological 
space where the movement is connected to deeper spiritual beliefs (Williams, 1992, p. 131).
The term spirituality is often one associated exclusively with the religious (King, 1989, p.5), 
however, it should not be thought of as apart from life or something added on. In this case 
study, and many other examples, it is something that permeates the activities and experiences 
rather than being in addition to them. “Spirituality can be described as a process of 
transformation and growth” (King, 1989, p.5). It is integral to the lives and dancing of these 
women. To reiterate the relationship between spirituality and the dancing extracted from 
populist texts: this “is a dance form in which femininity and spirituality become one” (Al- 
Rawi, 1999, p.58). In this sense, the person enacting the dancing embodies particular 
feminine traits that are also connected to the spiritual. This is evident in the Al-Rawi text 
when she suggests that in primitive times “both man and woman acknowledged the inner 
laws of human life and nature, and this was reflected in their belief in the Great Mother 
(1999, p.30). Although the women are able to speak about their relationship to spirituality 
and their belief in the spiritual potential of this dance, these aspects are not readily
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identifiable to the outsider without a deeper understanding of the conceptual or mythological 
framework of the dance.
Interest in a religious movement of any description is not a pre-requisite for membership to 
Haraam. All the women state that they are dancers first and these interests coincide with the 
dancing. Even if an individual appears to the group without a particular spiritual pathway, 
however, they are still usually interested in the idea of transformation in some way, albeit 
personal, physical, spiritual or metaphorical. Whatever guise it takes, transformation is a 
fundamental aspect for the Northampton women.
Denny says there is a ‘spiritmC quality’ or ‘deeper part’ of the dancers that might well be 
explained through the beliefs of modem paganism. In the troupe are “2 pagans, 2 heakrs, a 
wiccan (witch) and an accountant”. Sarah is a reflexologist, Margy is a massage therapist and 
healer, Denny, Rhea, Shelly and Margy belong to a pagan group and Shelly is wiccan (a 
witch). “OYot everyone who is a pagan is wiccan. Sut eveiy witch is pagan” according to Rhea. These 
interests reflect a focus on the spiritual body rather than just the physical body, or perhaps a 
more accurate reading would be a focus on the holistic sense of the person or self. Margy 
says that within the dance “situations reveal themselves to aübw individuals to change” (1999), 
revealing something of this mystical transformation. Margy, for example, says she 
worshipped the ‘Goddess’ before she began Arabic dancing. When she attended her inaugural 
Arabic dance class, Denny held up her hand instmcting all the class to join her in paying 
tribute to the Goddess. This is not a usual practice for Denny, indeed during the time of my 
fieldwork I never heard Denny mention the Goddess. Margy, however, believes that this was 
a defining moment where some part of Denny was allowed to signal a deeper spiritual level 
held in the dancing precisely because Margy needed to hear that level of meaning in order to 
continue her journey of self-development into pagan beliefs and Arabic dancing.
7.2 Locating a history of paganism in the ‘New Age’
The troupe members (with the exception of Mo) are dedicated to a variety of alternative 
therapies, probably best defined by the term ‘New Age’ or ‘paganism’. Firstly, ‘New Age’ is 
a broad term used to describe the “renewal of interest in a range of approaches to the spiritual 
dimension which promote individuals’ ability to discover and develop their own spirituality” 
(Stony and Childs, 1997, p.300). The term ‘new age’ is often used to signify a better way of 
life or a new beginning (Heelas, 1996, p. 15). This movement emerged in the 1980s 
presenting a religious or semi-religious option for the spiritual market consumer or
187
metaphysical seeker” (York, 1995, p.l). It is an umbrella term that includes many groups, 
activities and identities.
What unites all New Agers...is the vision of radical mystical 
transformation on both the personal and collective levels...the 
awakening to the potential abilities of the human self and one’s 
individual psychic powers and the capacity for physical and or 
psychological healing.
York, 1995, p.39
Some scholars have called New Age a ‘new religious movement’ because it is comprised of a 
diverse range of interests that occurs in many places and in many cultures (Heelas, 1996, 
p.9).'
One of these interests is in paganism. Paganism is a “new religion... based on Nature worship 
and ancient indigenous traditions” (Hardman, 1999, p.ix). It is a fast growing religion and 
some estimate there are over 50,000 pagans in Britain todayM ore easily categorised as a 
new religious movement, paganism sits within the larger notion of ‘New Age’. It encourages 
individual creativity, it is influenced by the society around it yet it is selective and the 
individual is encouraged to judge what is acceptable. As a belief system, paganism supports 
the need for individuality whilst still embracing the need for communities (Simes, 1999, 
p. 188). It is often misunderstood and these prejudices are based on misrepresentation from 
the media and opposition from Christians who see it as occult and therefore evil (Hardman, 
1999, p.x). Paganism is a “religion of paradox...reflective of the modem era, encouraging 
social behaviour alongside individual creativity” (1995, p. 188). It is defined as an alternative 
to the dominant religion of Christianity (Abercrombie, et al, 1988, p.436), that is indicative of 
a modem spiritual trend which supports and encourages individuality without denying the 
recognition of communities within society.
Within English culture, the attitude toward personal development or self-help appears to 
positively encourage inner strength and private suffering as personality traits. The move 
during the 1980s, however, has seen emerging groups tending towards a “spiritual rejection 
of established social attitudes” (Simes, 1995a, p. 180) and an exploration of new ways of 
exploring issues of personal development just as in the example of Margy. Simes believes 
paganism is part of this move toward new ways of exploring our identities. Heelas argues that 
the new age movement is characterised by, among other aspects, self-spirituality (1996, 
p. 18) and ‘self-ethic’ (1996, p.23). These characteristics suggest that the individual is
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responsible for their own happiness because they are spiritual beings. In other words, that 
authority lies within the self. New Ager’s believe that magical energy is available to all of us 
to make a difference in our lives.
Hutton (1999) suggests that modem pagan witches in Britain are drawn overwhelmingly from 
the upper levels of the working class and the lower levels of the middle one. None in 
Hutton’s sample had “above-average wealth or political importance, or held inherited titles of 
honour” (1999, p.402). They were “artisans...shopkeepers, artists, service engineers, 
financial advisers or insurance salespeople or owners of small businesses” (Hutton, 1999, 
p.402) There was another universal trait - “a greater than usual love of reading and a 
commitment to constant self-education” (p.402). Although Hutton suggests there was a 
relatively even gender balance in the groups he researched he notes that a “significant 
majority” (1999, p.402) are female. This contradictory statement does not clarify whether 
more women are practising pagans than men but in this case study the emphasis clearly 
shows this to be the case, although is not typical of the pagan scene in England in any 
significant way.
There is scant current academic work about paganism or the New Age Movement. Most 
significant is the work of Ronald Hutton on paganism. His most recent text. The Triumph o f 
the Moon (1999), is a thorough and clear account of the histoiy of modem pagan witchcraft. 
Hutton says the Wiccan lay claim to a long pagan ancestry fitted into an academic semi 
orthodoxy; the belief that the people persecuted as witches in Europe’s Great Witch Hunt 
were members of a surviving pagan religion.'* Wicca could quite plausibly be stated to be that 
religion, having survived in secret until the twentieth century. In the 1970s, however, this 
idea about the Witch Hunt collapsed inside academe, helping to instigate a search for the 
genuine origins of Wicca (Hutton, 1999, pp.3-4).  ^Hutton believes that paganism is not the 
descendant of a
continuous sectarian witch cult, nor born fully-fledged from the 
imagination of one man in the 1940s (Gardener). It is, on the contrary, a 
particular, and extreme, incamation of some of the broadest and deepest 
cultural impulses of the nineteenth and twentieth century British world
Hutton, 1999, p. 13
These belief systems are best seen in the academic world of the folklorist, historians and 
anthropologists at the beginning of the twentieth century. This, however, does not invalidate 
this religion as a new religious movement. Bennett (1994) adds to this by suggesting that
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folklorists had popularised an image of England as a rural haven and writings such as 
Frazer’s The Golden Bough (1922) were part of a larger intellectual framework that supported 
folk customs as pagan survivals/ It is my intention to show that the constructed history of 
paganism bears a remarkable resemblance to that of Arabic dance history.
It may have been that as many as one in every five people may have belonged to a secret 
society during the early part of the twentieth century. These groups, according to Hutton, 
presented a safe space independent of public culture and gave the individual potency to cope 
with surrounding life. They tended to use the ancient as a way to legitimise or authenticate 
their societies. Hutton suggests that virtually all humans, at all times, have turned to the past 
to legitimise and authenticate the present. The value of these secret societies was that they 
provided safe spaces within which members could operate independently of the surrounding 
public culture; something important because that culture was suffering the “strains of 
pronounced social, economic, and intellectual change” (Hutton, 1999, p.65).
There are two important factors in this information: first, the similarities in a potentially 
constructed history in both paganism and Arabic dance and; second, the use of these 
constructed histories to give weight and authority to a relatively new or contemporary 
cultural phenomenon. It is the very fact that both these activities appear to have a long 
tradition that assists the participants in creating an individual or group identity that they 
believe has a cultural currency, or power that they have previously been denied.
7.3 More than a physical presence: personal myth-making
When Browning, writing about the Samba, so poignantly draws the reader’s attention to the 
notion of healing a rift between the physical and intellectual self, she says, “in rejecting rigid 
boundaries of identity...the closure of community can be what gives one strength to do just 
that” (1995, p. 169). This seems to me to hold a resonance for this group and for myself. The 
power of the dancing is much more than physical presence. The power of the community is 
much more than the sum of the individuals who participate.
The power can be said to stem from the purported connection between this dancing and its 
ancestry in ancient rituals that had a spiritual or sacred function. This link allows the 
participants to believe this dance is spiritual, or that the enactment of this dancing will enable 
them to put into practice their spiritual belief systems. It is based on a position and 
assumption of the populist texts on Arabic dancing. In Chapter Six I suggested that 
individual perceptions about the dancing might allow connections within the group to
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generate something called a dancing community. What follows is a discussion about myth as 
a frame for understanding these perceptions now that something of the ‘spiritual’ aspect of 
the dancing has been revealed. These women appear to make connections to the mythological 
dimension of the dancing in a form that can only be accessible to the people, and sometimes 
only some of the people, enacting the dance.
In order to understand the relationship between these ideological concerns and the action of 
dancing I will employ Rees’s notion of ‘personal myth-making’ (1999). In Chapter Five I 
discussed the costume of the informants and used the term ‘bricolage’ to describe their design 
for these garments. Of course there is a link here between the term as Lévi-Strauss employed 
it and the term ‘myth’. Whilst I am not concerned to engage in a deep debate about Lévi- 
Strauss’s application of the term myth, what is interesting is his point that myths are usually 
thought of as “systems of abstract relations and as objects of aesthetic contemplation” (1966, 
p.25). There are analogies, he says, between mythical thought and the practical notion of 
‘bricolage’ and that artistic creation lies somewhere between these and science (1966, p.30). 
In this sense, it would seem Lévi-Strauss is suggesting myth operates within the cognitive 
and theoretical, whilst bricolage is the practical manifestation of those mystical systems of 
belief. I would offer that there may be something about the physical embodiment required for 
dancing that is not easily attended to from this position.
Rees, writing about pagan belief systems, and drawing to some extent from Lévi-Strauss 
suggests the term ‘personal myth-making’ can signal both the thinking and the doing of 
individual and group commitment to new religious movements such as neo-paganism and 
other areas of interest found within the New Age Movement. This terminology, although to 
some extent in keeping with Lévi-Strauss, offers alternatives for the individual or group 
enactment of the dancing.
Jungian analyst, Wickes says, “modem man is unaware of the myth that lives itself within 
him, of the image, often invisible, that dynamically impels him toward choice” (1963, p.ix). 
The use of the term ‘myth’ assists in an understanding of the relationship between Arabic 
dancing and spirituality. Thus far in the thesis, myth has been used as a problematic term 
applied to the constructed histories of both Arabic dancing and paganism. These 
constructions are loosely based on historical evidence that is part of what is in the popular 
memory in English culture. The use of the term ‘myth can also be applied in much the same 
way when considering how the participants in this case study think of their dancing. Their
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thinking about dancing is based on knowledge in the popular memory rather than historical 
fact. These ‘myths’ are a conceptual tool for thinking about being in the world.
Myth is also applied in a semiotic sense from Barthes’ Mythologies (1973), first published in 
1957; as well as a ritual or anthropological sense where myth implies an “anonymously 
composed narrative” (O’Sullivan, Hartley, Saunders, Montgomery and Fiske, 1994, p. 193) 
that explains why the world is the way it is. The principal value of myth, according to Lévi- 
Strauss, is
to preserve the remains of methods of observation and reflection which 
were...precisely adapted to discoveries of a certain type: those which 
nature authorised from the starting point of a speculative organization 
and exploitation of the sensible world in sensible terms
1966, p. 16
Barthes argues that myth in contemporary society is a means of giving an historical intention 
to a natural justification” (1973, p. 142). In his reading myth is fundamentally supportive of 
the social status quo, i.e. the lie a culture needs to tell itself in order to sustain itself: ‘Great 
Britain’, ‘United Kingdom’, business ethics, et al; thereby giving him an adversarial 
intellectual position from which to deconstructively analyse fashion, food and furniture. 
Myth is constructed here as a creative process that does not operate solely as ideology. What I 
am suggesting is that individuals and groups of people use structures and artefacts evident 
within their culture, such as the Barthesian notion of ‘bricolage’, and employ these complex 
concepts, artefacts and actions in their processes of making meaning within their everyday 
lives.
This is the basis of the concept of personal myth, which is a concept in use in North America 
but not yet in evidence here in England.* This notion of myth is constructed from a Jungian 
psycho-analytical model. Myths are not only, as Barthes would have it, falsehoods created 
externally to the individual. They are “models by which human beings code and organize 
their perceptions, feelings, thoughts and actions” (Feinstein and Krippner, 1989, p.4). In 
contemporary urban societies people are capable of constructing distinctively individual 
personal myths. Myths serve to inspire, generate conviction, galvanise action, and unify an 
individual or group by creating passionate participation on the level of the individual myth or 
collective myth (all members of a society) (Feinstein and Krippner, 1989, p.4).
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The notion of personal myth allows a tension between the growth of individual identity and 
wider cultural processes. These personal myths or mythologies inform and govern, quite 
often unconsciously, an individual’s expectations and aspirations. Individuals use this 
personal mythology to construct their understanding of themselves and their place in the 
world. These “expectations are typically an amalgam of images and stereotypes derived from 
the mass media, one’s friends and acquaintances, in some cases popular books read on the 
subject plus, on occasion, distinct fantasy projections and wish-fiilfilments” (Rees, 1999, 
p. 18). It is my belief that the concept of a personal mythology moves beyond the usual 
cognitive process that Jungian experts and Rees, are concerned to analyse, into the realms of 
practice in the sense that it is not simply the thinking about being a particular kind of person 
that drives individual choice and expectation. It is action, in this case dancing, which shifts 
these myths into the realms of a ritualised performative practice (Hughes-Freeland and Crain, 
1998, p.2) that creates a new awareness of the individual’s existence and facilitates life 
changes.^
I suggest that this is equally applicable to Arabic dancing because of its assumed spiritual 
nature. Rees goes on to add, that the choice of personal myth is not a voluntary or rational 
choice. They have their own controlling myths and the larger notion of a group has its mythos 
(Rees, 1999, p.22). The interaction of the two becomes evident, for example, in the 
assimilation of appropriate regalia. The individual undergoes a resocialisation process in their 
“thoughts, the rituals, the ethos of the specific grouping” (Rees, 1999, p. 19). They may adopt 
the visualisation practices and the application of specialised symbolic systems from the 
existent group.
The concept of myth or myth-making operates on a semiotic level by referring to the non- 
conscious and intersubjective association of non-narrative structures or concepts that 
informants apply in order to make sense of their culture-specific circumstances. These myths 
are evident in dancing and talking about dancing. They may not be clearly articulated or 
expressed because the informants have no need to express the way in which they understand 
their position in their own culture. They operate in an invisible yet significant fashion for this 
instance, because without a clear understanding of these personal and collective myths the 
deeper structures of the dancing remain invisible to the outsider.
7.3.1 Seeking n^stical transformation
Morgan, an academic writing about Goddess worship, believes that women in contemporary 
society are searching for an inner strength and they often look to Goddess worship. Goddess
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worship can have an enormous effect on a woman’s psyche, bringing about an assessment of 
our role within relationships (Morgan, 1996, p.94) and allowing a reassessment of societal 
pressure “to encourage inner strength and private suffering” (Simes, 1999, p. 179) as positive 
personality traits. According to Morgan these images of the goddess give the possibility of 
self-belief, provide a level of awareness that can facilitate change and can bring value into 
our lives by studying the significance of being female (Morgan, 1996, p.94).
Some women may be drawn to goddess figures as empowering models 
for today and help form the basis of a feminist witchcraft rooted in the 
significant stories of Classical culture and beyond.
Rees, 1999, p.20
Many women turn to Goddess worship for spirituality and affirmation of life today (King, 
1993, p. 148). Amongst the informants there is evidence of this worship in the statues of the 
Goddess Isis that adorn Denny’s office, Sharon’s hallway and Margy’s treatment room. 
These all attest to the belief that the Goddess, in whatever manifestation they believe her to 
be, is an empowering model.
These deeper meanings that reside in the dancing are available to anyone who has similar 
interests. Each woman finds her way to the dancing. There is no one way that is right or 
more predominant than others. The costume, movement and lifestyle choices act as a sort of 
consumer currency, attracting women who may have an interest in transformation but have 
no knowledge of the potential of this dance form to the dancing. In each new member, it is 
possible to see these transformative qualities. The more you want to transform yourself to be 
a particular kind of woman, the more likely you will be to take on the costume, movement 
and lifestyle choices attached to this group and their dancing. These aspects of the dancing 
operate as symbols of womanhood and, on a deeper level, symbols of the Goddess. Reading 
these symbols assists certain women toward becoming a part of the group precisely because 
they are able to read these the deeper meanings of the movement.
The transformation is also evident in other aspects of the participants lives. In keeping with 
paganism, Haraam take concepts and images from a variety of cultures to help validate their 
own view of the world.
Images, texts and concepts are taken from the cultures of ancient Greece,
Egypt, Rome Mesopotamia, Ireland, and Wales from the Anglo-Saxons 
and the Vikings, and from the folklores of the British Isles, the structure 
of prehistoric monuments, Hinduism, Buddhism, Taoism, eighteenth-
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and nineteenth-centuiy Celtic romanticism, native America, the modem 
earth mysteries movement, and American radical feminism. Techniques 
for raising energy can include dancing, drumming, chanting, scourging, 
and singing; while operative magic can take the form of meditation, 
visualisation, spiral dancing, sacred drama, astral projection, and a very 
large number of different spell-casting operations.
Hutton, 1999, p.398
In keeping with Hutton’s research Sarah uses native American ideologies; Margy - ancient 
Greece, Rome and Egypt as well as the modem earth mysteries; Denny - much that appears to 
emerge from Taoism as well as the Classical Greek period and perhaps early feminist 
thinking; Shelly - Celtic romanticism; and Rhea - Celtic romanticism, modem earth mysteries 
and American radical feminism. This bricolage (Hebdige, 1979) is created from seemingly 
unrelated elements that come together to give meaning to the dancing not available in any one 
source.
These elements are evident in many Arabic dance groups based in non-Arabic countries. The 
creation of a ‘style’ based on bricolage or myth-making creates the possible reading, in other 
words, this postmodern collection of meanings has itself created a collective myth. The 
community of women have a collection of mythic structures that distinguish themselves from 
other groups. These become more evident when the dancing is removed from its usual 
environment of the class and finds its way into other contexts. Rhea and her new partner, 
for example, decided to have a pagan wedding ceremony. This was held in the grounds of a 
local manor house at dusk and Margy danced for the assembled crowd. Although she danced 
in her usual style and costume, the rules of her engagement were more to do with dancing a 
celebration of life (Rhea, 2000) than with Arabic dance.
7.3.2 Being both ^gnmndaC and ‘jh a ty ’as a sign o f spirituality
A connection with the earth is imperative to the Arabic or belly dancer (Al-Rawi, 1999). 
Dancing with bare feet, keeping the knees slightly bent and loosely held, allows the dancer to 
feel the ground up into the pelvic region. Indeed, Denny encourages her class members to 
drop their hips toward the ground rather than pulling up and holding tension in the lower 
back, as might be the body posture of ballet or other western theatre art dance forms. Margy, 
Denny, Sarah and Rhea have all used the term ‘groundecT to describe the basic posture of the 
dancing and also apply the term in a more metaphysical sense. The term used in polar 
opposition to this is ‘JToaty’, Margy and Sarah both say they often feel they are getting a bit
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^floaty’, a term both used on separate occasions to describe their feelings of losing touch with 
rational judgement or ‘reality’ as they perceive it to be.
Margy goes further and relates being ‘groundecT to a religious experience. For her this dancing 
became the missing link between the spiritual, what she would call the 'floa ty’, and the
physical, what she would call the ‘groundecT nature of the dancing. She believes that each 
woman needs to consider a journey of discovery that will reveal a place where she is able to 
embrace both aspects of herself. This journey will empower. Empowering is just how Denny 
explains her feelings: “it is so nice to discover you can Be a women and not loose controT'(Interview, 
1999). When 1 ask her if her dancing is part of a need to be a more traditional, and perhaps 
subservient type of women, she laughs loudly and says “no, quite tBe opposite’’. It would appear 
that these terms embrace something of the stereotypical notions of what it is to be both 
rational and emotional. This binary system, similar to the gender stereotypes introduced in 
Chapter Six, provides a framework where the women can accept their femininity as a 
powerful source.
Margy believes that this dancing “defines women as creators o f tHeir lives arid Bodies and in Harmony 
witH tHeir internal systems’’. Rhea tells me that the dancing has created a “Belief and pride in myself 
as a woman and as a dancer’’. Denny believes the relationship between being a woman and 
Arab-Egyptian dancing is that the two are symbiotic. “Mdiere does tBe woman end and tBe dance 
Begin? It is female, we are female. ’’ (Questionnaire, 2001). She goes on to say that Arab-Egyptian 
dancing is not a leisure pursuit but a “way o f life’’, revealing a deep philosophy underlying the 
dancing.
7.4 Summing up the concept of personal myth in Karaam
Frazer’s suggestion that “a savage hardly conceives the distinction commonly drawn by more 
advanced peoples between the natural and the supernatural” (1922, reprinted 1993, p. 10) 
reveals an evolutionist approach to man’s development. This is a theme that is developed in 
the work of Sachs and again in Buenaventura. What I am suggesting is that populist notions 
of paganism infiltrate into the lives of individuals seeking to alter or transform their everyday 
lives in a similar way that the populist texts have affected current perceptions of Arabic 
dancing in non-Arabic countries. In each instance there is very little evidence to suggest that 
populist notions concur with either Arabic dancing as found in Arab countries, or rigorous 
academic research on the history of paganism. Simes’s attempt (1995b) to examine the lives
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of people involved in paganism in contemporary society begins to unpick these histories in a 
similar manner to Nieuwkerk and this research.
These specific aspects of spirituality, particularly the participation and belief in the many 
New Age activities, link the dancing to aspects of femininity, spirituality and myth-making. 
Denny describes the ultimate dancer by her ability to emanate qualities beyond a technical 
expertise in the movement.
(people wBo are open-minded, prepared to listen, free-spirited, and Believe that otBer 
people may Have other ways o f living to your own. But there is a central core
running through that most o f the dancers are interested in relating to their fellow
dancers in a way that is non-threatening, non-violent, happy, friendly, loving and 
supportive.
Denny, 1999
There is a very particular relationship between the dancing and their personal belief systems 
that is evident in Denny’s notion of the four-dimensional dancer (Chapter Five). This system 
may be slightly different for each participant; however there are common factors. These are: 
the religious belief defined by the resistance to a body mind split - in other words a person- 
centred, or embodied approach to their spiritual beliefs; an open-mindedness to others and the 
commitment to the group or community of dancers.
It is clear that these women and the wider global community of Arabic dancers apply 
particular sets of beliefs to the dancing in order to enhance what they believe are the
transformative powers of the dancing. In Chapter Six I placed the thinking about these
transformative powers within the theoretical frame of a ‘ritualised performative practice’. 
Haraam believe the power of the dancing can be used to help the participants to find a new 
way of thinking about their world. They invoke the ‘dance as universal’ fallacy to empower 
themselves. Perhaps in a similar manner to Duncan, Fuller and Allan who expound on the 
relationship between dancing and the soul, dancing for these women is an “enactment of the 
inner emotional life that stems from the soul” (Thomas, 1995, p.64). The mythological 
dimension of this dance can be most clearly understood in relation to the current trends of 
New Age or pagan beliefs. These can be summarised as: a spiritual connection to the earth, 
embodied in the concept of ‘woman’ and Goddess worship; a belief in emotional states 
beyond the rational that can come into being in the moment of dancing and a link to the past 
that legitimates the spiritual nature of the dance through the larger belief system of paganism.
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Yet an intriguing question still arises when understanding that these women are still, to a 
certain extent, attempting to usurp notions of their consideration of the ‘other’ when it is 
found at home: would these women still perform this dancing if there was an Arabic 
community of dancers in Northampton?" I can do no better than to provide the reader with 
Denny’s words; “o f course we aren’t authentic, how can we he, hut then we do take pride in the fact 
that whenever anyone from the Middle <East sees us dance they do say we hok^authentk’’ {\99%). These 
women are not concerned about their comparison with someone performing this dance in an 
Arabic country or Arabic people who perform this dance in this country, although they enjoy 
the compliment should someone offer it.
Again, in the words of Denny:
The Turkish dancers, tinsel and milk. Bottle tops, are unfortunately what is 
considered to Be the archetypal dancer. (ProBaBly aged ahout 17, terrihly long hair, 
tremendously large chest, very Barely covered. (Dancing to crowd-pleasing music.
The tourist trap in other words... that is what people vaguely imagine. UTow you 
can imagine people’s surprise when we turn up Because we don’t look,lik§ tkdt.
Interview, 1999
Most of these women have never been to Egypt before nor been a part of that particular 
culture. The populist texts construct an image of this dancing more reminiscent of a 
romanticised, exoticised universal woman rather than, either the exoticised oriental image, or 
the voices and dancing of real women (Nieuwkerk, 1995, p.l) in a real location. Denny says,
“I am a dancer, the dance is me’’ (2001). In the notion of the universal or essential dancing 
woman, the authentic becomes entrapped with problematic theories of gender difference: the 
enactment expresses the concept of authenticity within the construct of ‘woman’ rather than 
attributing its authenticity by linking the form to place or nationhood.
This is an activity that is available in most non-Arabic countries, as are other activities that 
have been dislodged from their supposed origins. This analysis, however, continues to draw 
on contested histories, illegitimacies and mythic ancestries. This cultural practice located as 
it is within an urban English landscape, involves the réintroduction of an embodied spiritual 
awareness that was also evident in European culture at the beginning of the twentieth century 
and was a response to nihilism (Chamberlain, 1992, p.5). It was picked up by the ‘hippies’ of 
the 1960s and 70s and then again by the ‘New Age’ and ‘Green movements of the 1990s and 
the present. My position, as author of this text, has been to continually attempt to work from 
the assumption that the dancing participates in the production of the social world rather than
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reflecting some already existent notion of a social world (Wolff, 1992, p.707). In this respect 
dancing is not a mere reflection of its place or origin." These women are not enacting 
dancing, as it existed in another time or place, they are participating in, reiterating and 
creating culture as they dance (Novack, 1990, p.8). The dancing is authentic to them and the 
culture in which they enact it. By calling the specific cultural circumstances that have 
generated this form authentic means, other histories such as an Islamic histoiy, are rendered 
meaningless and inappropriate. Both positions are polarised and neither reflects the reality of 
this dancing because, in many respects, the informants are enacting their Englishness as they 
have come to create it against a backdrop of Orientalism.
The women feel protected from other people’s belief systems or aesthetic judgements in the 
act of dancing and become empowered to perform. This is because, in these ritualised 
moments, the mythological world of the dancing is embodied and becomes the conceptual 
framework in which the women enact the movement. The spiritual nature of the dancing 
gives them the ability to ‘speak’ physically to others about the gendered power of this 
dancing.
Hughes-Freeland and Crain’s (1998) use of the term ‘ritualised performative practices’ is 
intended to give agency in the sense that the term indicates something of the importance of 
the symbolically invested meanings from a cosmology of paganism and other spiritual beliefs 
that become an integral aspect of the dancing. In this respect it is the participants reflexive 
approach to the dancing that allows them to place themselves within a larger context which 
includes the many aspects of New Age spirituality. In this chapter the dancing can usefully be 
framed within this concept of a ritualised performative practice because a deeper analysis of 
the case study has revealed these personal and collective myth making systems that allow the 
participants to frame their dancing in a much wider sphere than the contemporary history of 
Arabic dancing.
Endnotes for Chapter Seven
' See Appendix B.3
 ^A good survey and discussion o f New Religious Movements can be found in Robbins (1988) and Wallis (1984).
 ^ Hardman (1999) suggests between 30-50,000 based on earlier research by Adler (1986) and Luhrmann (1989). 
Luhrmann suggests several thousands.
Three different “categories o f magical operator represented in popular experience and belief (Hutton, 1999. p.84). 
1) witches in the abstract - same as pixies, fairies, and gnomes - a belief in the abstract notion o f witch allowed real 
occurrences to be attributed to them. 2) Individual who deal in magic but denied it - people out o f  hannony with 
the local community, no proof that these people had magical powers, 3) those who cares to work in magic or occult 
- sub-groups a) those who didn’t work or offer a service but could work magic if  they wished b) then those who
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made a living from it - curing (charming) o f specific ailments in humans or animals, special services such as 
astrology or fortune telling. Charmers were usually to be found in rural areas, astrologers common in London and 
in provincial towns, fortune tellers usually urban but also found in countryside (Hutton, 1999, p.85).
 ^Working from a definition o f religion derived from Sir Edward Tylor in 1871 that he believes works well for these 
particular European traditions, Hutton explains that Tylor “suggested its essential component was a belief in the 
existence o f spiritual beings and in the need o f humans to form relationships with them” Drawing from the work o f  
Sir James Frazer at the beginning o f the 20* century, Hutton defines magic in the following way “.. .practices 
designed to bring spiritual or supernatural forces under the control of human agents. It was this element o f  coercion 
and compulsion available to the human practitioners that was supposed to distinguish magic from religion, in 
which the spiritual beings are essentially outside human power and can only be moved by supplication and praise. 
Critical to this definition was the human will, for it did not depend upon the existence o f independent supernatural 
beings, and one could term magical the effecting o f physical changes or the gaining of knowledge by the exertion 
of the human mind in supersensual and uncanny ways (Hutton, 1999, p.66). Although he says some religious 
academics dispute this definition, particularly over the need for a religion to have supernatural entities, it is still a 
reasonably undisputed working definition.
Hutton (1999) gives a full account o f those working within academia and the role they played in the particular 
. writings o f English history. This particularly includes the romanticising o f rural England. See particularly chapters 
Seven, Eight and Nine.
 ^Hutton (1999) discusses the work o f Bennett and also cites Maiy Beard as another academic whose work on the role 
o f Frazer and the survival o f  pagan myths is o f interest to this thesis.
* See the work o f Larsen (1990), Feinstein and Krippner (1989).
 ^An further narrative employing the concept o f ritualised performative practices can be found in Chapter Eight
For an overview o f  recent research on the Goddess see King, originally published in 1989, reprinted in 1993 pp. 
140-148.
' ' 1 am grateful to my supervisor, who posed this question, thus prompting this particular line o f enquiiy.
There is extensive research on the notions o f  authenticity in traditional dance (see particularly Part I and Part III o f  
Buckland, T (ed. 1999).
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Chapter Eight: Dancing Networks and Pathways
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8.1 Grounded Aesthetics of Symbolic Creativity
Throughout this thesis I have suggested that this dancing is more than a leisure activity; it is 
more than a mere physical enactment. I have signalled this through the application of the term 
‘ritualised performative practice’ as an indicator of both the embodied practice and the 
spiritual or mythical framework that can be found in both the populist literature on Arabic 
dancing and in the participants in this case study. The dancing is the moment of enactment 
when the physical and the spiritual become one for the dancers. It also can be seen to be 
operating to “transform or to confirm, to challenge or to reinforce, to bond a group together 
and to achieve practical and external effects” (Hutton, 1999, pp.398-399).
Constructing alternative notions of womanhood, femininity and spirituality appears to in the 
action of dancing as well as in the everyday lives of these women. The analysis of the 
dancing has revealed an emphasis on notions of the spiritual, hence the introduction of 
theories concerning myth and ritual and the use of the terms - embodied ‘personal myth- 
making’ (Rees, 1999) and ritualised performative practices. It is important to understand that 
the term ritual or ritualised performative practice is being applied in this instance to signal 
something of the reasonably fluid enactment or performance of a particular set of actions in a 
particular form or structure (Rappaport, 1992, pp.249-250) that operate to convey a 
particular kind of message: a message about being a woman.
It has not been my intention to loosen the definitions of ritual to such an extent that it 
becomes an all-inclusive term. It is applied primarily because these women consider their 
dancing to be a spiritual activity and to represent particular transitions and changes in an 
informants understanding of womanhood. This position resists asserting that dancing is a 
cultural practice simply available as commodity, leisure pursuit and art object. Yet the notion 
of commodification plays a significant role within leisure pursuits within a contemporary 
urban environment. The clothing, music, books, videos and other practices are commodities 
that the individual uses to signal their inclusion in a particular social stratum and the dancing 
is inextricably linked to these as I will discuss in the conclusion. The point here, is to clarify 
that because dancing is an enactment, it is not something that can simply be put on or taken 
off yet it may not be possible to escape the notion of commodification. Perhaps dancing can 
be understood in much the same way as Willis’s notion of symbolic creativity (1990). He 
uses this term in an attempt to value the activities undertaken by youths whose interests do 
not fall within the dominant culture notions of ‘Art’, claiming that to refuse to accept the 
activities of youth culture as ‘art’ will continue to disenfranchise young people in England.
He suggests that there is a plethora of everyday activities and everyday expression that is a
203
symbolic creativity even if it is spumed by some members of society (1990, p.l). The link for 
this case study is in the need to create a frame that will allow the dancing of these women to 
become more than a commodity, more than something that is simply put on or taken off. As 
Willis claims, these everyday activities are expressing something about their cultural 
significance. So too in this case study is the dancing an expression of the identities of the 
participants. Symbolic creativity embraces both the notions of the agent as someone who 
chooses to dance in this way and the idea of ritualised performative practice as an outcome of 
the agent’s choice. Symbolic creativity, then, may be seen as something more than 
commodification or perhaps as another kind of commodification.
This is not to say that the commercial forms do not enhance the possibilities of meaning 
making for individuals and groups. Rather that commodification operates as something in 
‘things’ and in this case study, as in Willis’s work, the aesthetics are embodied, grounded in 
the actions and practices of human beings. Grounded aesthetics is a term that can help to 
understand the particular set of aesthetic choices made by the women in this case study 
because the participants make choices that appear not to fit with current understandings of 
what an Arabic dancer should look like or what a dancer should look like, yet their choices 
can be identified as a symbolic creativity that generates a grounded aesthetics. In this sense it 
is possible for the reader/researcher or spectator to understand the aesthetic choices made by 
the individuals represented in these pages as something with a value and integrity within their 
own world rather than within a pre-determined realm of aesthetics.
In Section 8.2 I will return to the case study to provide four narratives or stories that attempt 
to analyse instances of symbolic creativity in a theoretical frame that will give rise to a 
grounded aesthetics. In these examples the idea of symbolic creativity should be understood 
as ritualised performative practice combined within Finnegan’s (1989) notion of the 
metaphoric ‘pathway’. I then move onto York’s (1995) concept of a network in order to 
create a vision that embraces the spiritual and dancing individual as well as the wider world 
of Arabic dancing. The third narrative develops the concept of a dancing community from 
Chapter Six and the fourth details particular moments of dancing as ‘communitas’ (Turner, 
1969) by blending the idea of a dancing community with ritualised performative practice. It is 
imperative the reader understands this analysis is at its most effective when applied to 
instances of people who embody the spiritual notions of the dance, whilst it can also be seen 
to some degree when applied to individuals who are more interested in dancing as a leisure 
activity. The need for spiritual enlightenment or personal development is not a pre-requisite 
for the dance, although the constant appearance of notions of the spiritual that have arisen in
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this case study indicates that this dancing has the potential to shift and allow the analyst or 
participant to give new meanings to their action.
8.2 Examples of ritualised performative practice and/or symbolic creativity
One of the most problematic issues for dance when employing concepts from areas such as 
psychology or religious studies is the shift into a purely theoretical or conceptual frame. 
Personal myth-making is one such example. Whilst it is exciting in its initial construct, one 
soon discovers that an analysis of ‘practice’ is usually missing. This is problematic because, 
as I have established elsewhere in the thesis, dancing is an embodied practice and, as such, 
holds the conceptual frame within this embodiment. This is the primary reason for placing the 
notion of myth within the larger frame of analysis ‘from the body’ taken from Famell (2000). 
This is not to say that it is not possible to assume that a particular myth-making system 
evident in individuals cannot be analysed in the action of their eveiyday lives; rather that this 
is not usually the case. I am suggesting that the personal myth structure of the individuals and 
the action of dancing is more than a concept, it is a practice that, when enacted within a group 
of like-minded and bodied individuals, becomes a ritualised performative practice. Perhaps 
this is no different to any community of people participating in their chosen pursuit. The 
relevance is based in the particular sets of mythological beliefs that have emerged from 
English culture and dancing that has emerged from an Arabic culture.
8.2.1 Pathways that contain the ritualised performative practice of dancing
The first example returns to Finnegan’s term, ‘pathway’. As introduced earlier in the thesis, 
this term is at its most useful when applied to an individual rather than the collective. Whilst 
Finnegan’s ‘pathways’ are an attempt to empower the practice of music making, this 
metaphor is not sufficiently developed to take account of the notion of the body which is in 
constant motion. The pathway must exist within a time space continuum and this is perhaps 
best analysed through practice, as Finnegan has attempted. Finnegan (1989), however, does 
not develop this metaphor beyond the visual imagery of the language that suggests that the 
term ‘pathway’ describes the way in which music-making assists the individual in finding 
their place within an urban environment.
Metaphoric pathways contain the practice of each individual and serve to develop a particular 
identity that is able to exist in urban spaces on many levels and in many locations (Cohen, 
1985). This is a useful analogy and allows the possibility of the dancing agent, that is a 
person who can not be separable into mind or body, to inhabit the pathway with their chosen 
symbolic creativity. According to Pile and Thrift (1995) this position is derived from the
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Swedish geographer, Hagerstrand, whose attempts to create time-space diagrams that would 
describe prelinguistic movements prelinguistically were capturing the pragmatic sense of 
practical situations (1995, p.26). Although this sits in opposition to Famell, who argues for 
finding a language of dance of its’ own rather than returning to the linguistic, this is an 
interesting development precisely because it is an attempt to recognise and then attend to the 
troublesome “Cartesian intellectualism...and return to an understanding of being” (1995, 
p.27). Although I am employing words and diagrams more in keeping with Thrift’s position 
and also video as a potential tool that might operate outside linguistics, my intention is to 
reveal the dancing where the social is implicit in the very notion of existence rather than a 
belief system implicit in the minds of individuals. I will assume this metaphor carries with it 
these implications and so a pathway is the practice, or symbolic creativity, of the individual 
infused in the subject’s understanding of the world.
The pathway also creates a visual stimulus for the reader where the path becomes illuminated 
by the particular myths of the individual. Like Dorothy’s yellow brick road in The Wizard o f 
Oz, the individual is able to travel to places considered distant, off-limits, ‘other’, or simply 
not their usual places or spaces because they are, metaphorically speaking, wearing their red 
shoes. Finnegan’s notion of a pathway appears to be singular and does not interconnect with 
other aspects of an individual’s life. In other words, it is only the red shoes, i.e. the action of 
music making that constructs the pathway. It leaves behind the necessary ‘thinking’ of music 
to value action. In order to be a useful metaphor that really can assist the individual in their 
travel through the urban spaces of daily life, the concept of a pathway will need to contain 
more than the action that is understood as practice, it should be understood as a ritualised 
performative pratice. Similarly, the pathway does not readily convert into a collective or 
community, an aspect of this case study that I have already shown to be highly valued by the 
group.
The following is a linear temporal analysis beginning with the process of thinking about 
dancing or being a woman, as outlined in the previous section, followed by the engagement 
with the dancing that results in a more complex system of meanings for the participants. 
Figure 8.1 suggests the pathway individuals travel once they have discovered Arabic dancing 
might allow them to embody their personal myths. The term pathway is intended to help 
illuminate the potential of the action of dancing that is inscribed with the agents personal 
myths.
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As individuals begin to think or conceptualise Arabic dancing they may have particular 
images in mind, often taken from Hollywood films of the 1940s that take on meaning for the 
individual who then fuses this image or images to an idealised personal image. Often this 
might work on subliminal and preconscious levels as well as the conscious (Rees, 1999, 
p.21). There may be a level of pre-awareness that certain values and ideals inform our life 
choices. Similarly, these aspects may move into awareness but still remain unarticulated until 
there is some practical avenue or outcome available to the individual. It may, for example, 
take the form of something much less concrete than the conscious attention to a vision seen in 
a film, such as the woman who was surprised by her emotional response to Haraam  at the 
Northampton Show. Later this woman told Denny she had “neverfelt such a connection, it -was
amazing!" Unable to express her feelings more articulately than this, the woman appears to 
have constructed or visualised a particular personal myth that exists on a pre-conscious level. 
On another occasion a newcomer to the class said, “I just came to keep my friend company and I  
didn’t think,it -would Be fo r me. But I  love it (June 98). This woman returned to the class and 
became immersed in the world of Arabic dancing. She did not know her pathway would lead 
her to Arab-Egyptian dancing but once she ‘found’ the dance she felt an immediate 
connection.
As these images become realised in the action of the dancing a pathway is constructed. The 
Hollywood images are not real but mythic. They assist the individual in finding a place where 
they can aspire to something beyond the image. The image contains an aspiration and 
becomes part of a personal myth that the individual may begin to apply to a search for an 
alternative look, a way of life, or a deeper spiritual search (Rees, 1999, p. 19). Each person’s 
personal myth is a symbolic language that operates on more than one level at a time. The 
‘pathway’ is individually constructed once these particular myths and ideals collide with the 
real business of doing or experiencing the movement. Each person is able to create particular 
pathways precisely because the images and ideals held in the myth determine the pathways.
In this sense, each pathway houses very individual notions of symbolic creativity that should 
be examined for their specificity.
The term ‘pathway’ is also useful when applied to the individual s conscious understanding 
of the particular collection of images and stereotypes she brings to play in her personal search 
or journey. During a break in class, for example, we sit and stand in the kitchen, some 
people drinking coffee others having a drink of water; most people are chatting and some just 
listen. We have been talking about a recent workshop given by an American woman to the
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Northampton group. The group have analysed her style and now begin a lengthy discussion 
about images of belly dancers or exotic dancers that they like or prefer. This discussion about 
the aesthetics of a particular teaching style becomes, in this moment, an articulation of each 
person’s myth structure. A woman in her seventies tells me she likes the Rita Hayworth 
movies where she is dressed as an exotic dancer, another says she aspires to wear the 
costumes that they wear in the movies. These images may have the outward trappings of 
costume and the style of movement that assist the individual in speaking about her 
‘imagining’ of how she might like to dance or look.
One woman’s Rita Hayworth might be another woman’s Salome. One woman’s sacred figure 
of eight might be another woman’s path to finding her sexuality. Each path contains a 
particular set of images or ideologies. Some may contain images of exotic or belly dancing, 
others may contain more spiritual imagery, such as Margy’s ‘Goddess worship’ and still 
others may be unable to articulate their particular myths. Each pathway is constructed by the 
particular ‘consumer choice’ at points in time affecting the personal myth and its 
development (Rees, 1999, p. 19). Most importantly, these pathways, as in the Finnegan 
model, are a metaphor for the agents’ knowledge embedded in the action of dancing. The 
construction of these particular pathways is non-existent until the agent begins to physically 
enact the dancing.
As the person travels or embodies the dancing pathway, their personal myth begins to shift 
and alter as it meets the real people and circumstances they have previously only imagined. 
The realisation of the myth, seen in the enactment of the dancing and involvement in the 
group, transforms the pathway and may contain as many aspects of the person as necessary. 
Sometimes an individual may become disillusioned when she moves into the situation where 
she can ‘become’ her personal myth and sometimes this moment provides the individual with 
a happiness and security as they discover a ‘place to belong’. In this there is no distinction 
between the mind and body, the rational and emotional or the sacred and the profane.*
At this moment the dancing becomes an activity that allows the individual to create new 
meanings by incorporating aspects of the group ideology with aspects of their personal myth.
It is here that the explicit notions of femininity and spirituality become realised. Margy says 
she was already on a pathway or journey of discovery that included paganism and Goddess 
worship, reiki healing and aromatherapy. As she began to attend the dance classes she that 
realised many of her personal myths were evident in other members and the dancing appeared 
to help her to further embody the personal myths she was interested to develop. Here I
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believe there is a distinction to be made between the embodiment of the personal myths that 
are described in the previous chapter and the further embodiment that is enabled through the 
enactment of the dancing.
Figure 8.1 Ritualised Performative Practice in action as the process, or pathway, of 
personal development.
Margy’s myth:
reiki healer, 
aromatherapy, 
interest in 
Egyptology, pagan. 
Goddess worship.
+ ArabicDancing
Margy’s dancing 
pathway; “ybuare 
actnaOy making (the sign 
o f  the Chakra) witfiyour 
lips, actually sccying 
sometAing wAenyou do tAat. 
I  mean, it is sacred fo r  me 
tAis dance"
The first box contains symbolic images and stereotypes that make up Margy’s individual 
myth. Even though it is possible for several people to have an affinity for the same images, 
each individual’s pathway is constructed differently as they create their myth according to a 
particular set of understandings of the world in which they live. The second box represents 
the moment when they begin to participate in Arabic dancing. The final box, the sum of box 
one and two reveals a new and altered pathway that includes the embodied action of Arabic 
dancing.
8.2.2 Dancing Pathways become Networks of Dancing
There is evidence that this dance form has existed in this country since at least the turn of the 
twentieth century. Whilst recent writings such as Appadurai (1991) are attending to the global 
migration of peoples who regroup in new locations and reconstruct their histories, here it is 
the form that has moved and found a new body. To suggest that the form simply migrates 
without the body seems problematic yet this is what might be implied in the notions of 
commodification when applied to an embodied act such as dancing. In this thinking, the 
dancing is in danger of becoming disembodied, a reified object, free-floating in the 
ethnoscape simply waiting for the agent to embrace and embody it.
Whenever individuals and groups enact their dancing it communicates meanings in many
ways to many people. These should not be understood in terms of a singular pathway. These
bodies exist within a time and space where there are more than human bodies and their
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practices. There are “not just human bodies but also all other objects that can be described as 
trajectories in time-space: animals, machines, trees, dwellings and so on” (Pile and Thrift, 
1995, p.26). This section introduces York’s (1995) concept of a ‘network’ to create a vision 
that embraces the individual and the dancing community and other non-human aspects of the 
world of Arabic dancing. The network of Arabic dancing is something that exists prior to a 
participant’s involvement with the world of Arabic dancing. Chapter Three outlines the 
Arabic Dance Network available in England. This consists of workshops, classes, teachers, 
support organisations and the paraphernalia created by these organisations such as 
newsletters, magazines, videos and the like. At the introduction of Chapter Four I suggested 
that the dancing appears to have migrated as it has been embodied by people who are not 
Arabic. Perhaps a more useful term is network rather than migration as this term allows for a 
movement of forms as well as people. It implies that the network of Arabic dancing, or any 
other form, is available yet an individual may not be aware of these networks of interest until 
such time as they begin to dance or think about dancing. Within the networks individually 
embodied paths exist and co-exist. Often people participating in Arabic dancing in 
Northampton may be aware of but not in contact with similar people engaging in the form in 
Southampton or anywhere else in the world. Similarly, knowledge exists in the popular 
memory, on the internet, in books, videos and the like and these exist and co-exist with the 
performative knowledge of the dancing.
The idea of a network is intended to indicate the non-hierarchical and intersubjective notion 
of these pathways. It can also be understood as the ‘discourse’ of Arabic dancing as outlined 
by theorists such as Foucault (1966, published in English in 1970). As explained earlier, 
some participants of Arabic dancing may experience the dance on levels that cannot be 
explained by attention to the physical action. Similarly, the experiences are both singular and 
collective, both local and global, available in the enactment of the dancing or in a book about 
Arabic dancing. In this sense the action of dancing is imbued with deeper meanings in both 
enactment and cognitive engagement. Within Haraam these do not appear to be separable. 
Figures 8.2 suggests that the individual pathways created by the participants shift to 
becoming networks of Arabic dancing when they participate in the class or perform with the 
troupe. In this there is a non-hierarchical approach in that those who choose to understand the 
dancing as a ritualised performative practice have no greater value than those who choose to 
dance for entertainment. The lines show the interconnectedness of personal myths, dancing, 
and other aspects of the informants’ lives. This structure is no longer epitomised by the 
individual pathway seen in Figure 8.1, although this image can be superimposed on Figure 
8.2. It is a non-hierarchical system of individual and collective myth-making ‘networks’.
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Within this network one person might move amongst one network thus selecting their 
particular pathway, or one person may engage in several networks concurrently. Several 
people might inhabit networks simultaneously or singularly. Similarly, as I have already 
stated, the networks do not have to be peopled. They exist in the populist texts, on the 
Internet and in the mass media in much the same way as they exist as part of an individual or 
collective myth. Each aspect of the network interconnects with Arabic dancing and becomes 
peopled when the concept of the pathway existing within the network is engaged. In this way 
individuals create their particular networks according to their individual myths and paths.
In an intersubjective world, an individual is making meaning in relation to other subjects. 
When others confirm their notions about the world or their personal myth they gain an 
acceptance. The intersubjective world is always altering and meaning constantly developing. 
Each selection, or change in path, an individual makes happens in direct response to thinking 
about dancing or the physical engagement with the dancing. In a sense, as Varela (1995) 
suggests, these are not aspects of the dancing that should be separated; they happen within the 
person who enacts the dancing. This is a person who is actively engaged in the Arabic 
dancing world and more specifically this dancing community. The choice of what costume, 
whether to loose weight, to become a reiki healer and other such decisions are grounded in 
the dancing and can be accessed by the researcher and the participants through an analysis 
that begins with the concept of a physical embodiment of belief systems apparent in the wider 
social sphere. When the dancing is enacted the participant enters a world or network of 
possible meanings that will shift and change according to the personal myth of the group but 
not beyond the confines of the collective mythos. Within this framework the dancing has the 
power to resist and transcend social order. Based on Schechner’s web (1977, p.xii), this 
model allows the women to interact with a variety of experiences in no particular hierarchy, 
whilst searching for their own pathway within the network. The web is not pre-determined, it 
is created by the practice of dancing of these and other women who dance. Like spiders who 
spin a web the network appears when the dancing and thinking about dancing is enacted.
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Figure 8.2 The web; a non-hierarchal notion of networks of collective myth-making
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8.2.3 A dancing community
The move into a process of enactment frames the collective of women as a ritualised 
performative practice that acts as a “visible marker of complex social processes that situate 
the individual as a participant of a social grouping or community” (Gore, 1998, p.70). If 
ritual, as I have suggested, is a formalised behaviour or activity that occurs within the 
strictures of a particular society, and myth is the legitimising or justification of particular 
institutions, then the link between the two might be said to be the blend of individual and 
collective notions of identity. In this, the particular constructions of individual and group 
identity are formulated, in part, through personal myth-making as analysed in the dance 
event. For the Northampton women, dancing is the manifestation of their collective 
mythologies when enacted in the ritualised performative practice understood as the dancing. 
The dancing assists the individual and group to see the fragmentary nature of life experiences 
as a fundamental and “indelible solidarity o f life'' (Schechner, 1977, p.4j). Schechner is not 
suggesting that everything is the same but that all things become part of a whole. This 
wholeness is enabled through the process of dancing with the knowledge that the dancing 
assists their embodiment of an ideological or spiritual dimension that may previously have
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only existed on a cognitive level. These women are not dancing alone or thinking about 
dancing in a vacuum; they are affected by the women who dance with them in many ways. 
One of the reasons for the sense of commitment may emerge because the women feel they 
have found a group of women with similar interests. This is typical of a community. The 
wholeness of their experiences is at its most evident when the group come together and a 
‘dancing community’ is created. This dancing community is one that shifts and oscillates 
according to the membership yet boundaries to this community are evident. As I explained in 
Chapter Six, these boundaries separate the group from the wider world of Northampton.
I have employed the term ‘dancing community’ at various points in this thesis. As previously 
stated this is taken from Spalding (1994) to indicate something of the experience of dancing 
together that exists beyond the physical. As Denny describes it:
I f  it is eviiCent as a group we are strong -  Because o f our cCijference and our sfiared 
aims -  then we are a microcosm o f any community -  weaker divu&d or alone — 
aCmost invinciSie as a collective.
Questionnaire, 2001
Rhea also comments on a similar description of the dancing community.
in class there is so much power and energy... i f  you wah^into that room feeling Cihe 
shit 6y the time you wali^out you are a lot happier. Somewhere or other (Denny, 
Sarah, Shedy and Sue and myself, we are definitely joined... I ’m not sure when, 
where, how hut there is such a lini. Between all o f us and it goes past friendship, 
you hpow, it does go Beyond mere friendship.
Rhea, interview, 1999
This notion of being joined Rhea finds difficult to articulate. The focus on the ‘natural’ or 
‘essential’ woman, as epitomised in their interest in belly dancing, bonds these women 
together. Perhaps it is best to examine these bonds in their interrelationships between 
costume, the other objects that symbolise dancing and movement. Perhaps through these 
interrelationships the women seem able to articulate something about their understanding of 
their environment. They believe the essence of these bonds is contained in emotional events 
that are beyond rational explanations, yet these bonds must be examined in their 
interrelationship between the dancing and all other aspects of the event. In this analysis it is 
impossible to understand the dancing without understanding what is meant by Being joined
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Beyond the dancing, and more importantly, how hQ\x\§, joined Beyond the dancing is experienced in 
the dancing body.
The dancing community in the terms used by Denny and other troupe members, it is a 
collective of women who embody a particular dancing style. This becomes clear when the 
weekly class participants shift from the edges of the room, having effected their clothing 
transformation, into the centre of the room for the beginning of the class. In this shift there is 
a sense of oneness that a circle can generate, a type of synchronicity generated by the 
physical action of creating a circle. The women all face one another, standing shoulder to 
shoulder and begin the unified movement that signals that this is an Arabic dancing 
community.
What the troupe members do not make explicit in this and other moments is that their dancing 
style often operates at a deep level not accessible to those who do not have prior knowledge 
of the particulars of the spiritual or mythic understanding. This unity is the foundation for a 
dancing community where the dancing and the ideologies of the participants create a 
symbolic boundary to define the people within the group and to discriminate this group from 
another. This community has the ability to operate and exist on many levels and in many 
places (Cohen, 1985, p. 22). Because dancing is an embodied practice it is possible to take 
Cohen’s notions of community a step further and suggest that the dancing enables the notion 
of community, often held within the cognitive, to become embodied in a moment of dancing 
together thus allowing for much more than the creation of a group of like-minded people.
8.2.4 A moment o f communitas is enacted
The shared system of symbols and signifiers within the dancing community and the wider 
community and culture allow a non-verbal communication to be articulated and understood in 
these moments when Margy and the other class participants may experience a moment of 
something more. In the example of the ‘getting to know you’ session, the class form a circle 
and the women are invited by Denny to say something about themselves and make a 
complementary movement. As described in Section 6.J.5, the particular movement of an arm 
initially signals a ladder, a hip movement signals anger with a husband. This is taken further 
by Margy who transforms the arms to include a wave, signalling a snake, read on another 
level as a metaphor for the penis. Sexuality and desire are embraced in this moment, yet the 
particular constraints these women feel about being a women in contemporary English 
society are rejected within the same movement sequence. A sense of solidarity is generated as 
the deeper meanings are understood and enacted by other women in the circle precisely
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because they enact the movements within the wider understanding of their role as women in 
English society.
Perhaps this ‘something more’ can be defined as ‘communitas’. Communitas is anti-structure 
(Turner, 1982, p.44), although Turner uses this in respect of tribal and agrarian societies. It is 
a ritual activity that creates a sense of becoming one with the others and abolishes difference 
(Turner, 1974, p.238). Communitas, according to Schechner (2002), is a complex term best 
described and applied in this case study as a spontaneous moment that arises within a given 
event or activity that engenders a feeling of solidarity. It is that moment when “compatible 
people...obtain a flash of lucid mutual understanding” (Turner, 1982, p.48) that, once 
recognised, transforms to become part of the social structure. Turner explains that this 
concept can only exist within the confines of social structure. In moments when the social 
structure is disrupted, or in anti-structure, there will be the potential for moments of 
communitas to emerge. Therefore communitas can only exist within its juxtaposition to 
aspects of the social structure. The examples above reveal something beyond the expected 
parameters of a dance class in an English town. Examples of this can be seen in dancing the 
arm movements that become synonymous with the snake (Chapter 5) during the warm-up and 
the ‘get to know you’ part of the class.
In the moment this action takes place there may be an intense sense of rapport or more than 
this - the moment may create a solidarity and provide the opportunity for radical alteration in 
the participants. Once this moment has passed the feeling of solidarity may pass. It may recur 
spontaneously or the class may try to repeat the experience. Although Turner, in his later 
work, refers to groups, such as a family, who attempt to permanently create a sort of 
spontaneous communitas and suggests these moments be labelled ‘normative communitas’ 
(Turner, 1982, p.49), I do not believe this definition is easily applicable in this case study, as 
the very nature of the concept appears to be its fluidity and elusiveness. A moment of 
communitas appears under special yet spontaneous circumstances that cannot be 
predetermined or prescribed yet some aspects of the event can and have be noted here. 
Communitas usually occurs in the private space of the dance class and may last for a few 
seconds or as many as five minutes. Although it may be possible for these intense moments 
to last longer this has not been my experience during fieldwork. Communitas will usually 
engender a significant shift in the dynamics of the group - such as the examples listed above.
The myths evident in the movement and in the collective of women can be defined, according 
to Turner’s definition, as a liminoid phenomenon. These are usually leisure genres such as
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“art, sport, pastimes, games, etc.” (1982, p.55) designated by free choice and more like a 
commodity which one selects and pays for. These phenomena usually operate in the margins 
of society (Turner, 1982, pp.54-55). Turner believes the liminoid contain the facility for 
social change and development in urban environments. I am suggesting that in the moments 
of the structure of the dance class or event, there will be moments of anti-structure, or the 
liminoid, where a kind of transformation can take place and this engenders a sense of 
‘communitas’ (Turner, 1982, p.47).
Another example of communitas can be seen in moments when individuals recognise aspects 
of their personal myth-making in the actions of the other group members, such as Margy’s 
recognition of Denny’s hail to the Goddess when she first attended Haraam’s classes. This 
example is a sort of ‘spontaneous communitas’ (Turner, 1982, p.47), a personal interaction 
that has something magical about it. It is a moment of synchronicity when people find they 
are able to communicate without the usual cultural or social barriers that become manifest in 
the embodied action. Many other instances could be similarly described: my massage session 
with Leila, Lorraine’s connection to other members when she brought in the bag of costume 
material, Donna’s teaching the figure of eight to other newcomers, the dancing at the party 
evening once everyone was in their new costumes or the circle made by Denny and the class 
participants prior to their performance at the Northampton Show.
To clarify the difference between pathway, network, community and communitas I offer the 
following. A participant joins the class having recognised something of their personal myth 
within the group and the dancing. This is the pathway and it becomes evident or active as 
they begin to participate in the dancing and interact with the other participants. This concept 
of a group or collective, known as a dancing community, always exists when the dancing is 
enacted regardless of whether the spiritual or mythological sphere is in evidence to all the 
participants. In this dancing community moments of communitas may emerge and these 
usually contain aspects of the spiritual and ideological position held by the women that 
become evident in the dancing action. Within the dancing community there is a further level 
and another term, network, to describe the wider world of Arabic dancing evident in the 
books, videos, on the Web and in the general ethos of most Arabic dance classes, workshops 
and performances. These terms are all interrelated, as not all need to be evident at any one 
moment; similarly all may appear as in Figure 8.3.
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Figure 8.3 A dancing community may also contain moments of communitas.
This image shows the social structure, or the networks and pathways, of the dancing 
community where possible moments of communitas may emerge.
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8.3 Conclusion
In this Chapter I have returned to many of the examples of the class and troupe performances 
to represent other narratives to assist the reader into another understanding of the case study. 
A focus on the notion of pathways and networks is intended to create a reading where the 
dancing has a value that can be grounded within an individual or group of people rather than 
assuming that the dancing is something that emerges from the individual. The community and 
communitas narrative, again returns to the action of dancing together to further clarify to 
potential for transformation which is given credence by the participants. In these stories I 
have been searching to apply theoretical concerns that assist in the representation of the
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transformational power of the dancing that these women believe it has without becoming 
embroiled in problematic constructions of authenticity in relation to the history of a dance 
form.
Endnotes for Chapter Eight
’ See Varela (1992) for a fuller discussion o f  a person-centred tool for analysis. This attempts to take account o f the 
physical enactment o f movement and the notion of agency by breaking down the problematic boundaries o f  
Cartesianism and developing notions o f phenomenology with new realist science (p.260) in order to help the 
person ‘speak’ through embodied action.
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9.1 The dancing unveiled
At the beginning of this thesis I posited that this project would have three interlocking aims. 
Firstly, to develop an appropriate methodology that would assist in the discovery of dancing 
in Northampton and allow a focus on one case study; secondly, the development of an 
appropriate method of textual and visual documentation; and thirdly, the selection and in- 
depth examination of the dancing of a group of English women engaging in Arabic dance 
through an application of a particular theoretical underpinning involving the notion of 
dancing as a reflexive or ritualised performative practice. This chapter examines these aims in 
light of the research in order to consider the strengths and weaknesses of the approach. First 1 
will turn to the Finnegan text to assess this key text in light of issues that arose during the 
fieldwork, discuss alterations that were necessary to the methodological approach and suggest 
further developments. The question of an appropriate method of textual and visual 
representation is attended to in each section by focusing on the blend of the particular 
methodological tools with the theoretical frame. Finally, Section 9.1.4 and 9.1.5 examines the 
specific issues relating to the use of the term ‘ritualised performative practice’.
Throughout this thesis, and in the video, 1 have tried to allow my voice to guide the reader 
whilst still remaining true to the participants’ notion of their representations. Within these 
multiple narratives the participant’s stories and my own have intertwined in ways that I have 
tried to clarify for the reader. As I stated in the Introduction, these narratives cannot be 
understood without consideration of the relationship between the researcher and the 
researched. Other stories could have been told and told in other ways. In the video, for 
example, it would be possible to develop an aesthetic video piece in order to highlight the 
aesthetic choices the troupe make in respect of the dancing without concern for telling their 
story. The video, it seems to me, attempts to encapsulate the thesis by telling the whole of the 
story. It is not my intention to conclude with a single reading of the case study but to provide 
the reader with some indicators for further research now that an ethnographic case study 
based on dance in an urban landscape, employing a particular type of methodological 
approach, has been conducted. In this sense, the video should be seen as another narrative. In 
order to do this I will return to the headings that were introduced in Section 1.5 and then 
continue by looking beyond these themes to the intertwining of these themes and the 
implications of this particular approach.
In section 1.5 I introduced the reader to a variety of texts and emergent themes that were 
thought significant for this research. The texts included ethnographic studies on dance in
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contemporary urban environments, dance anthropology, sociology, cultural studies and 
performance studies. From these the following key concerns were introduced: research on 
dance as an embodied reflexive practice (Thomas, 1996); the relationship between dancing 
and urban spaces; the idea of ‘dancing communities’ (Spalding and Woodside, 1994); the 
methodological approach and subsequent theoretical implications in the work of Finnegan 
(1989); and the mythological world of the dancing (Williams, 1992). In each of these areas 
the idea was introduced in Chapter One and then developed in subsequent chapters based on 
the findings from the participants. What follows is both a summary of the research based 
around these topics and an indication of what has been discovered through the application of 
these particular theories and methodologies. In each of these areas there may be potential for 
further research and these areas will be highlighted throughout the chapter. It is important to 
signal at this stage that further research might locate itself within the form or the location 
therefore giving each idea at least two avenues for development. Further case studies on the 
dance form of Arabic dancing, for example, could be conducted in other non-Arabic towns or 
cities or in Arabic countries. A similar project seeking out the dancing that emerges in a 
similar yet alternate landscape or location, for example, would further the methodological 
approach. Research on another case study in Northampton would allow for further 
comparisons on dance in contemporary urban landscapes.
9.1.1 ‘Hidden*: the key text by Ruth Finnegan
When I began this project I had hoped that this key text would provide inspiration and 
structural possibilities for a similar methodological approach for dance studies. As stated in 
Chapter Two, I had intended, in the initial stages of the research, to conduct an overview 
survey and follow this with fieldwork in three environments within Northampton. The 
overview survey was conducted, as was the initial fieldwork on three case studies, although, 
when reflecting back on the field process I found problems with this approach. My attempts 
to re-create a similar text for the world of dancing would not have attended to the needs of 
individual case study or the particular theoretical concerns that might have emerged from the 
dancing. This seemed clear at the juncture of selecting the three case studies (Chapter Two) 
and from this point onwards the Finnegan text became more of a framework for the 
researcher in which it was possible to problematise the methodological approach rather than a 
methodological frame in and of itself. One of the weaknesses of this approach might be that 
the ethnographic data is introduced so late in the thesis (Chapter Four). This is a direct result 
of my attempts to apply this particular methodological approach. The shift towards a deeper 
focus on one case study, as well as a release from a pre-determined structure, also guided the 
final structure of the thesis. Further research using this methodological approach would need
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to consider how to gather such a vast amount of data and the particular relationship between 
this overview and one case study.
The approach is based on the premise that my fieldwork experiences would occur in the place 
I call home. Ethnographic writings, in particularly in Amit’s edited collection Constructing 
the Field (2000) and Fox’s Re-Capturing Anthropology (1991), clarified my role as a 
researcher and assisted in my development and application of a reflexive research method. 
The complexities of undertaking fieldwork at home still amaze me. Only a few days ago I 
saw Margy. She appeared like an apparition in a place and time where I least expected her 
and at a moment when I was, once again, considering how to represent the spiritual nature of 
this project. We talked and agreed to meet for coffee. I went to her home a few days later for 
another healing session, learned she had left Haraam, and was only attending the dance class.
I mused on her reasons for leaving but she did not reveal her position. I mused on how she 
had changed since I had completed my fieldwork and I mused on how I must have changed 
too. We chatted for a while about the nature of our relationship, the power of the dancing 
body and the power we all have as women. I left feeling a connection with Margy that 
transcends the everyday. I hope we will remain connected in these intriguing ways, in places 
and spaces that are somehow more than the physical time and space created in the moment of 
dancing together. How I came to find these women, that is the story I have told in these 
pages, and yet I am still unsure how this group, rather than another, came to me. The one 
thing I feel certain about is that I would never have unveiled these women if I had not 
pursued this particular methodological approach.
The Finnegan text did not help, however, in understanding the complexities that abound 
when the dancing does not appear to originate from the researcher’s culture. Dance 
academics whose work focuses on dancing that is enacted in a culture other than that of the 
researcher, such as Hanna, Ness and others, continue to conjecture over the complexities of 
how to understand dancing that does not originate or exist within their culture. These are 
useful studies in that they consider the necessary methodological tools required to attend to 
the complexities of meaning residing in the deeper conceptual framework of the dance when 
the researcher does not inherently understand it although this research project differs in that 
the dancing is part of the researcher’s culture. I would argue that this case study has been as 
difficult to understand as if it had been enacted in a culture other than my own. In a 
contemporary urban society such as this postmodern world where contradiction and 
eclecticism co-exist the tools required for decoding particular instances of dancing in any 
culture need to be altered for each instance of research. In each instance the relationship
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between self and other requires problematisation and reconceptualisation in order to elicit 
meaningful ethnographic evidence. It seems problematic, at the very least, to assume the 
researcher will have the appropriate knowledge base to understand the variety of dance forms 
evident in an urban landscape.  ^ Similarly, to assume that because one is a woman one can 
dance; or that because the researcher or the reader is a woman, she will be able to understand 
the dancing is culturally and socially problematic.
Bohlman, an ethnomusicologist, says a “pre-occupation with origins and concern for pre­
existent canon are often irrelevant” (1988, p. 10). In this instance it has not been helpful to 
examine the individual dances as fixed and as part of a hierarchical canon even if that canon 
is only examined within and against the group and style of dancing in question. It has been 
helpful to examine the specific instance of dancing in relation to the wider concepts of Arabic 
dancing available in the popular memory. This dancing shifts and changes depending on the 
people involved at a particular point in time and depending on the use and function of the 
dance event. As in Bohlman’s analysis, this dancing creates a sense of community and a 
sense of place as a performed genre. It can’t survive as an artefact as it requires a social basis 
for its continued practice (1988, p. 10) and is the result of “influences that are both random 
and carefully invested with meaning for a specific group” (Bohlman, 1988, p. 140).
9.1.2 Dancing Communities
If this form is understood to belong to a particular group of women who have invested 
meaning in that form from their own cultural understanding, then as Olwig and Hastrup state, 
“instead of taking local cultural entities for granted, we want to explore the siting of culture 
as a dynamic process of self-understanding among the people we study” (Hastrup and Olwig 
(1997, p.3). This thesis has attempted to reconstruct the “analytical perspectives of cultural 
holism” (Hastrup and Olwig, 1997, p.3) in order to afford the specific and particular 
meanings invested in the dancing by this group, whilst still retaining an understanding that 
this form exists elsewhere in the world.
Every individual and groups of people participate in a range of activities in a variety of 
places. In the spaces of Northampton and Northamptonshire, people inhabiting town and 
county spaces do so in a complex manner that might be considered to be more in keeping 
with Cohen’s (1985) concept of urban locations. The complexities of these engagements can 
be read as symbolically created communities rather than communities that have a causal 
relationship to the size of the place and that lead to the creation of a continuum between rural 
and urban (Cohen, 1985, p.27). In this thesis it has been the participants and their physical
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enactment of the dancing rather than in a direct relationship to a notion of place that has 
determined the notion of community. Although, the relationship between the dancing and a 
sense of place, discussed in the following section, is also a point for consideration and has 
been a fundamental aspect of this thesis.
A dancing community is a particular group of people who, in this instance, participate in 
Arabic dancing in Northampton. The term is applied to segregate these women physically and 
psychically from others because of their interest in dancing and because that dancing has the 
power to create a sense of belonging beyond notions of camaraderie. Often pleasure and 
emotional outpourings are associated with dancing and this may occur across an array of age, 
gender and ethnicities, which are brought together without concern for a sociological 
construction of identity markers and groupings. It is the pleasure dancing brings to the people 
concerned that allows a heightening of the individual’s sense of community. The view of this 
dancing is of a potentially fragmented and non-localised concept of community where the 
mechanisms for ‘belonging’ are determined at the point of embodiment, or in the action of 
dancing or ritualised performative practice.
The women in this case study have a clear sense of themselves as a community of women. 
This happens in both the dance troupe and class where the dancing links all the participants 
regardless of race, class or power. These dancing communities are the central focus of the 
dance class. It is the commitment to creating a safe and caring community that clarifies the 
particular teaching or leading techniques described in Chapter Four and Five. This relates to 
the choice to keep the movement vocabulary in its most basic form, to attend to the shapes 
and patterns of the ensemble rather than the individual, and to spend a portion of time in each 
class for the more social aspects such as discussions, group massages, party evenings and 
working in groups to choreograph dances. It was these aspects that were evident in the class 
and troupe rehearsals that drew me toward my choices of the narrative structure of the video.
I was interested in how it might be possible to reveal this community whilst acknowledging 
my relationship to the women, so I selected the five contexts that I discussed in Chapter Four 
and based the narrative around the moments in these events that appear to give rise to the 
sense of community.
The television programmes about Arabic dancing viewed during the fieldwork period also 
appeared to have this sense of dancing community, although further research, in the form of a 
comparative study, would need to be undertaken in order to assess whether these particular
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issues are related to this dance form or to the nature of any dance class found in a 
contemporary urban environment.
In this case study identities shift and alter depending on the circumstance. One day Margy is 
able to stand her ground choreographically, perhaps because some of the other members of 
the troupe are not present, and other days she must construct herself differently. In these latter 
moments she becomes more clearly fixated on her own emerging practice. The use of 
Spalding and Woodside to articulate something of the notion of a dancing community that is 
based on a flexible and fluid concept (Spalding and Woodside, 1995, p.7) and similar to 
Cohen’s (1985) concept of community in that it can travel with the participant as they need it, 
has assisted in generating a representation of this case study that, I believe, resists some 
problematic issues of ownership. Perhaps, however, this is not enough. By using pathways 
and networks I have attempted to reflect how the embodied action of dancing intersects with 
individual’s and group’s formulations of a sense of community. This is an area that could be 
explored to see if the theoretical construct is applicable to other case studies. There is also 
much more scope for an application of these theoretical aspects in relation to the analysis of 
particular moments of dancing.
9.1.3 Dance and Urban Spaces
During the course of this research I have explained how this dance form, as it exists in non- 
Arabic countries, is immersed and interwoven with a deeply constructed history that includes 
a problematic evolutionist approach to the history of all dancing and the conflation of nature 
with woman. This information has been available in populist texts as well as from the 
participants. These women do not enact this dancing in an attempt to locate themselves as 
‘English’ or ‘Northamptonians’, rather they dance to tell the world they are women and can 
be understood to be linked to all women the world over. The women who participate in this 
dancing believe that the dancing belongs to them but this is not a presumption of ownership 
based on a link to the country of origin.
In respect of notions of ownership, in a pluralist society such as England it may be 
problematic to select one case study to represent a nation, county, region or even a city or 
town.  ^ Similarly, in England or Great Britain at the beginning of the twenty-first century 
there may be no single dance form or group of dancers that can be said to clearly and 
singularly represent issues of nationhood, although much of the folk dance revival has a 
nationalist tendency (Buckland, 2000, p. 106). If Browning (1995) is right, then dancing is 
always absorbing new influences and the history that exists in the popular memory, such as
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that found in the pages of this thesis, is what enables the researcher to uncover the deeper 
meanings rather then becoming lost in complex histories.
This dance no longer belongs to only one place but is ‘mine’, ‘yours’, ‘ours’ or ‘theirs’ 
depending on the way each group thinks of their dancing (Slobin, 1993). It moves through 
many societies and at the same time can be examined in instances, dancing communities, 
where moments of “desire, belonging and...transcendence” are created (Slobin, 1993, p.x). 
This dis-location does not create a fragmentary postmodern existence exemplified by a highly 
commodified culture (Jameson, 1991). Rather more in keeping with Williams’s plea for 
theory to assist in a refusal to allow the negations of “actual forms, actual structures of 
feeling, actually lived and desired relationships” (1989, p. 176), these lived experiences of 
Arabic dancing increase the sense of meaning and identity for these women, and 
subsequently they gain a sense of owning the dance. In this understanding, it is not the 
dancing but gender that generates the precise notion of ownership.
In line with Thrift’s (1997) suggestion that dancing can be a politics of resistance, these 
women are large, independent, free-spirited and believe they are constrained, not by their 
biological constructions, but by society’s construction of these biological determinants. 
Perhaps, like the post-feminist movement that has emerged in the last fifteen years (Coppock, 
Hay don and Richter, 1995, pi 81), the women in this scenario also aspire to do anything they 
choose. They seem to be aware that this may be a fallacy. They are clear that, to some extent, 
they are working against the cultural expectations of women, who might be able to strive for 
whatever they choose unless that striving impinges on their role as mother or partner. In their 
dancing they find a network that operates in the specific instances of the dance events and 
also on a mythological scale that can transcend place. The dancing belongs to them in that 
they perform it and this action provides, for them, an embodied resistence to stereotypical 
conceptions of woman.
It could, of course, be that gender ownership is evident in other activities such as a female 
choir, aerobics or embroidery. The distinction here is the particular embodiment that is 
required by the action of dancing gender. Further research in this area could usefully develop 
notions of gender construction, including the idea of ‘display and the implications of the 
‘male gaze’.
This precise notion of ownership can only be examined within a particular locality, thereby 
returning to the way in which relationships between place and forms are theorised. By not
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attempting to make sense of all the world of Arabic dancing or all the dancing in England, 
rather like Slobin, I have attempted to try out “ways of systematic viewing” (1993, p.6) that 
will provide an approach and evidence for further studies of a similar nature. Slobin’s use of 
the terms ‘macro and micro’ helps to explain the overview of dancing practice in 
Northampton and particular instances of dancing developed throughout this thesis.”* Slobin 
tells us that we have come to think of groups and nations as volatile social substances rather 
than fixed units or frames for analysis (1993, p.x). Small moments of dancing do not 
necessarily imply small, rural communities or fixed places and people. Micro might refer to a 
small group of people dancing and their relationship to other people dancing the same form in 
other places, or micro might refer to a group of people dancing and their relationship to other 
people in Northampton. Similarly, the use of macro is not intended to define the dancing of 
all people within England or the entire Arabic dance world. The link between place and 
belonging suggests a need to label dances as belonging to a particular group. Examples of 
apparently similar instances of dancing may be invested with different meanings for each 
group. The application of this approach requires the author to locate the process of dancing 
within the agent in order to discover the specifics of the participants’ involvement rather than 
assume dancing ‘belongs’ and the attendant meanings are determined by this link.
Thinking about dancing as coming from many places and moving among many levels of 
today’s societies allows the researcher to rethink concepts about dance forms in just the way 
Slobin suggests we think of groups and nations as volatile and changeable (Slobin, 1993, 
p.x). This requires the researcher to allow whatever historical, theoretical and socio/cultural 
examinations to be appropriate for that group at that moment rather than assuming, for 
example in this case study, a pre-existent link between the form and a particular group of 
people. These units of analysis include the ideological and philosophical positions of the 
society whose dominating mainstream dance culture is internalised within the specific 
moments of enacting and viewing the dancing (Slobin, 1993, p.27).
According to Appadurai (1991), whose work I have found simultaneously helpful and 
frustrating, the culturally constructed places of identification may not interconnect with their 
actual physical location. Northamptonshire can be seen and understood geographically but 
the people in this case study, as well as many others in Northampton and other locales, could 
be understood within a framework of a global ethnoscape with its alternative, interactive 
modernities” (Appadurai, 1991, p209). I would suggest that Northampton is no different to 
many other post-industrial societies where worldwide travel for business and pleasure is not 
uncommon and the availability of life experiences in exotic places, be they real or virtual, has
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become an aspect that informs more than the elite of a few centuries ago. Many people in 
England travel further for holidays. England’s tourist trade suffers as its residents leave the 
country during the summer months to holiday in warmer climes. Once back at home from a 
holiday, many people may find they have made new acquaintances in distant places whilst 
the person who lives next door is someone they have never met. These differences in the 
access to global travel and mass access to television and other mass media such as the 
Internet and telecommunications have become expected aspects in our lives. Even those who 
choose not to, or cannot, travel globally have access to a larger sense of a global world 
through television and the World Wide Web.
In this global ethnoscape, Appadurai believes we should confront genealogy and history and 
leave “the terrain open for interpretations of the ways in which local historical trajectories 
flow into complicated transnational structures” (Appadurai, 1991, p209). The advent of 
travel and international access has resulted, perhaps continues to result, in cultural borrowing 
where concepts of what is ‘mine’ and what is ‘yours’ have become vague and 
inconsequential. This thesis has repositioned notions of ownership and authenticity based on 
these concepts of the possessive in order to reconstruct the concept of local to embrace more 
than the geographical landscape.
If Appadurai is right and, “as groups migrate, regroup in new locations, reconstruct their 
histories, and reconfigure their ethnic projects, the ‘ethno’ in ethnography takes on a slippery, 
non-localized quality” (Appadurai, 1991, p. 191) then I hope this theoretical approach has 
helped to clarify the deeper meanings held in the dancing particularly through the focus on 
the performative practice known as dancing. This has given rise to the ways in which these 
women have embraced much more than is available to them within the landscape and culture 
of Northampton. It is not the group of people who have migrated and perhaps the notion of 
migration is no longer helpful. There is still a place-fixation within anthropology, a discipline 
that has informed this thesis, that Hastrup and Olwig (1997, p.6) suggests represents images 
of people firmly settled to a particular place and the action observed linked to national or 
local identity issues.
I would suggest that the notion of networks introduced and developed in this thesis acts to 
resist problematic notions of migration. Groups of people migrate, according to Appadurai, 
but practices that were once considered to be located within these migrating peoples, appear 
to be migrating or locating themselves in many places and in many people. The use the term 
migration seems to hark toward some notion of a journey rather than a possible existence in
229
any place at any time. The dancing found in these pages and on the video has references to 
other places and other lives, it is clearly located within a socio-cultural framework and yet it 
might appear at the same time in as many other places in the world as you or I can imagine.
9.1.4 Dancing as embodied reflexive practice: a ritualised performative practice
Dancing, I have argued, is an embodied practice that emerges from its socio-cultural context 
as well being a process of a reflexive and performative engagement through the body. I have 
developed this approach by working from the embodied action of dancing outwards to the 
context in which it is found as might be considered appropriate for a thesis emanating from a 
dance studies department. This approach, however, was only implanted after the overview 
stage of the research which was intended to tease out the relationship between the location 
and the dancing. Once the case study had been selected I moved toward a methodology that 
would allow the action, known as Arabic dancing, that is realised in the process of 
embodiment, to speak to me. In order to ground myself in the world of Arabic dancing, I 
looked at knowledge of Arabic dancing available in the popular memory as well as 
generating analyses of five key dancing events from the case study.
The intention was to allow the dancing, the speaking about dancing, my participation in and 
videoing of the dancing and the location in which I discovered the dancing to intersect in 
ways that were guided by the participants. This was difficult because I felt there were issues 
within the social hierarchy of the class and troupe that were not made explicit. As I have 
explained, it took a very long time for me to fully understand that there were social 
hierarchies based on hidden or unspoken spiritual qualities that were embedded within the 
social dynamics of the troupe and possibly within the class. In this sense I was not guided 
directly by the participants but by my desire to understand what had appeared to me as 
‘atmospheres’, ‘nuances’, the occasional word or look. The discovery of the deeper meanings 
allowed me to examine the specifics of their spiritual understanding with that that I found in 
the popular memory. There were obvious links in the notions of the spiritual and feminine as 
I raised in Chapter Three and yet the participants were often not aware of these and appeared 
to diverge from these generalised themes by relocating their spirituality within New Age 
belief systems.
There was, for example, an apparent lack of interest in the history and context of Arabic 
dancing. They are more interested in their personal experience of the dance form and consider 
the form to be sufficient context in and of itself. In this respect, it is the embodiment of the 
form, or the dance technique, that appears to be the central focus for all the participants and
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yet they were only interested in pursuing an advanced dance technique when it served their 
development as women. The movements were taught and performed in their basic form. 
There was never, in my experience, any attempt to teach or perform some of the more 
complex movements I viewed on videos or read described in books and journals. Similarly, 
the troupe’s interest in ‘improving’ the dancing was only ever evident in the rehearsals for 
performance. It was hard to establish whether this attendance to the shapes and patterns of the 
ensemble dance was due to a lack of knowledge about the more advanced potential of the 
technique or the lack of technical ability in the members of the troupe. It seems most likely 
that the troupe had all made a decision to develop a particular aesthetic, their ‘chee^’ style, 
and the analysis of this decision was never fully explored and therefore, the participants were 
unable to articulate their actions when questioned. They believe they are pursuing this dance 
form, as it should be, with each woman able to determine her own level of technical 
achievement rather than imposing aesthetic criteria from outside the group or individual. Of 
course, this does not attend to any discussion surrounding the aesthetic of Arabic dancing that 
can be seen and analysed in all enactments of the form. The individual enactment of a 
particular movement was, in my experience, never verbally corrected or attended to in other 
ways that might suggest an interest in advanced technique. Comments such as 'tfiis is your 
Indicate the intense focus that was given to the personal development of each woman in 
both troupe and class. In these examples there is a clear connection to the construct of 
‘femininity’ that is generated within the texts and videos on Arabic dancing. Although, as 
with the spirituality issues, these become highly specific and related to the individual and 
troupe context rather than to the historical or social context of the dance form.^
Had I chosen to connect this dancing to Arabic dancing found in Arabic countries or enacted 
by Arabic people there would have been other issues that would create debate and conjecture. 
These might have centred on aesthetic concerns or on the social application of the form in a 
variety of social circumstances. A comparative study, for example, of this instance and 
Nieuwkerk’s might raise interesting yet potentially different questions about authenticity and 
ownership. Franken suggests that more research on gender and society is needed in order to 
determine whether this dancing, or any other, can really challenge the nature of gender within 
their society. This might include a more detailed analysis of the implications of the dancing 
on gender roles in Muslim society compared to the English society. This has not been the 
remit of this thesis, although further research involving comparative analyses would begin to 
place an understanding of Arabic dancing within a cross-cultural framework.
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It would appear that the term reflexive performative practice was a useful framework that 
highlighted the many ways in which the participants had knowledge of the role of women in 
contemporary English society and their location within that social structure. These women 
appeared to me to be, in their dance practice and within their wider social spheres, well 
attuned to their role within their wider society or highly reflexive. I became aware, however, 
that this term did not provide a direct or obvious link to the spiritual aspects of the dancing. 
As the spiritual dimensions of the dancing proved to be so fundamental to many of these 
women I found myself reconsidering the appropriateness of this term. It was at this point that 
I decided to develop this term into ‘ritualised performative practice’ in an attempt to clearly 
signal this aspect of the dancing.
The women in this case study are dancing and speaking in very specific ways and, as I have 
argued, meaning making through their dancing action. I have attempted to create specificity 
in each dancing scenario, in each representation in both image and text, in order that these 
narratives do not appear in some from of postmodern chaos (Willis, 1990). Baudrillard and 
his followers suggest that the relationship between the sign and the signifier has been broken 
and so nothing is real.  ^ The result is just the noise rather than the specifics of meaning. I 
would suggest, however, rather like Willis, that this case study does provide meanings that 
are made by these women in relation to the specific context in which they are engaged at the 
local, or micro, level of culture.
[Jjust because a classical and organic model of ‘message sending’ has been 
broken, does not mean that the possibility of messages — of meanings taken 
from materials — in general has been broken or that, most importantly, 
coherent meaning-making itself is impossible.
1990, p. 134
Willis alludes to the idea that these specific meanings are not communicated fi'om and to 
but, rather, made in specific moments and that they have a sensual nature. So, too, I believe 
the sensual and specific moments communicated here in this research operate as a grounded 
aesthetics’ that attempt to embrace the notion of embodiment, whilst attempting to 
theoretically attend to the implications of cultural production that can only occur in the body 
rather than on, around and outside the body.
The specifics of meaning-making in this project emerge from more than embodiment and
more than cultural production. These meanings do not reside solely in the body or in the
artefacts that are constructed outside the body. Similarly, these women do not appear to
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construct their identities with a body boundary. They are meaning-making in, on, around and 
outside their bodies in their use of costumes, myths, constructed histories, the movement 
vocabulary, the interaction between women and indeed between all the different aspects 
listed here. The meanings are also communicated in each moment of enactment, in this sense 
the dancing is not fixed, it emerges in the moment of enactment and each time an individual 
or a group perform their dancing they are revealing something about how they are making 
meaning in their lives.
The enculturation of action, in Hastrup’s terms (1995) appears to be directly linked to notions 
of commodification primarily because it emerges from an environment where dancing and 
other cultural artefacts can be put on and taken off as the consumer requires them. In 
Chapters Five and Six I discussed costume and the aesthetics of the dancing. These areas 
were linked to the theories of Willis’ (1990 and 1996) work on “grounded aesthetics” (1990, 
p.21) and Hebdidge’s concept of “bricolage” (1979, reprinted 1997). Within these terms 
dancing, as well as the objects such as costume, music and other paraphernalia, all become 
both commodifiable and, at the same time, a practice that cannot exist beyond the body.
This position may play into the hands of much in postmodern theories. According to Milner 
(1994), for example, Jameson argues that postmodernism represents the full and final 
commodification of art as aesthetic production is integrated into commodity production. This 
results in a set of commodified artefacts available for sale in the culture market as well as a 
set of texts that are themselves commodified (1994, p. 146). If Arabic dancing is considered to 
be commodified in the sense that it is a cultural artefact that can be bought or sold, put on and 
taken off, in much the same way as a dress, a new pair of shoes, or even a new musical 
recording on a Compact Disc, then the social basis for its very existence becomes fluid and 
unattainable. The aesthetic experience of dancing is a physical enactment. It is not simply a 
cultural artefact or object. It exists in a moment of becoming, as dancing moves in a time- 
space continuum. Rather than assuming the subject of study can be fixed, it is fluid, making 
meaning at a given moment only as that moment refers itself to this group’s other moments 
and others’ moments. This dancing is “experience as we are learning to see it (Gamer, 
1994, p.230).
Embodiment seems to be a fundamental aspect of dancing which seeks to resist, in many 
ways, the possibility of ‘putting on and taking off that is a hallmark of commodification. 
Yet, as I have shown throughout this thesis, there are aspects of this embodiment that appear 
similar to commodification. Similarly, as Rees suggests, myths can be put on and taken off.
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In this sense, it would seem on one level that the dancing, like costumes, can be ‘put on’ and 
‘taken off as individuals do start and stop Arabic dance classes. They are not often 
committed to a lifetime of attendance or participation in Arabic dancing. What are, for 
example, the long-term implications of having ‘put on’ Arabic dancing and then ‘taken it off 
as Margy seems to have done? Are the bodily memories still significant to the individual’s 
personal mythology and in what way? In respect of the relationship between embodiment 
and commodification these are a few of the areas that would warrant further research.
The variety of possibilities in a moment of enactment require the researcher to move beyond 
the concept of this as a cultural commodity and attend to the social as well as the interpretive 
process involved in each situation when the enactment of dancing must ‘mean’ to those 
individuals and groups of people (Frith, 1998, p.250). Individuals create their own pathways 
and their own network of concepts, or myths, within the world in which they live and these 
are realised in embodied action as much as they are realised in the thoughts and imaginations 
of individuals and groups. In this social process individuals and groups are empowered to 
generate new meanings that can be read by interested individuals or groups if they are 
prepared to experience the specifics of that moment rather than attaching meanings that exist 
in some pre-determined format of communication. These meanings are about aesthetic 
experiences and creative expression of “individual human beings in community” (Blacking, 
1987, p. 146) and move freely across social and theoretical boundaries. As such, dancing 
moves beyond the concept of a cultural phenomenon precisely because it is a social process 
or practice that is unlikely to remain still or static simply to suit the needs of the analyst.
The application of Willis’ notion of ‘grounded aesthetics’ has been useful for resisting 
current notions of postmodernism that seem ill-equipped to deal with such specificities as 
have been represented in these pages. The application of this position needs further 
development in order to fully understand dancing as a reflexive or ritualised practice. When 
searching for a way to create representations of these participants that gives them a 
resonance, or agency, and allows a s p e a k i n g person (Varela, 1995) I was drawn to 
their own use and application of myths from what is known as New Age spirituality. The 
discovery of these deeper belief systems, or the mythological world of the dancing, returned 
me to Hastrup’s notion of the ‘motivated body’ (1995). She uses this term to imply that the 
body is more than a carrier of collective social memory. The dancing body, or, for the 
purposes of this thesis the dancing person, has the power for social transformation. In this 
respect, Hughes-Freeland and Crain’s ‘ritualised performative practice’ was introduced in 
Chapter Six and again in Chapter Eight as an enhancement to the theones of Thomas,
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Hastrup, Butler, Willis and Famell. The result of this, I believe, is the creation of something 
more than has been accounted for in previous research on embodiment or the experiential and 
more than Willis implies in his ‘grounded aesthetics’. By indicating the ritualised nature, or 
potential, of the dancing there is an immediate connection for the reader to something beyond 
the embodied action that may summarise some of the more expected conceptions of dancing 
in a contemporary urban environment. This was introduced to resist the problematic reading 
that I highlighted in Chapter Three in respect of Maud Allen. If you remember, I suggested 
that because Allen was able to speak articulately about her role as a woman within society’s 
current and acceptable gender stereotyping, therefore, her movements themselves seemed to 
become acceptable. This dichotomy is still evident in this case study as these women speak 
about their new found personal freedom and yet present movement that, in many ways, 
represent and reiterate traditional female stereotypes. This is not to suggest that the other 
terms introduced were unsuitable or that the application of the term would somehow make 
this dichotomy somehow disappear. Rather it is more a case of signalling something more 
than the value Willis attributes to the everyday and something that would work with the 
participants dancing rather than with the idea of being seen, although is would be an 
interesting area to develop further. I believe, at this juncture in the research, it is imperative 
that the significance of the everyday actions of these women be understood within the deeper 
significance of their mythological world.
9./.S Dance and the mythological
One of the primary similarities evident between this case study and the populist material is 
the movement vocabulary. Basic shapes and patterns such as the figure of eight, hip circles 
and the shimmy appear in this case study and in videos and written descriptions of the form. 
The specifics of how the movements are taught, what combinations are created and how these 
movements are performed can be assessed at the level of the individual case study in a much 
more detailed manner than is apparent within the populist material. The basic attire of skirt 
and bra top or overdress can also be seen in both the case study and the populist material 
although, again, the specifics of this case study reveal that this troupe have their own style 
within what appears as a larger aesthetic frame. This evidence was easy to gather on video 
and plays a central part in the final video documentation. Perhaps most importantly the 
connections to notions of womanhood and spirituality are available in both circumstances, the 
case study and the populist material, and, again, these become clarified when encountering a 
specific case study but were much more difficult to reveal in the video work.
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The video allows the women to speak about their spiritual beliefs but the action of dancing 
does not reveal these deeper meanings. There was video footage that was more artistic. The 
dancing image I sometimes captured, for example, might have been interestingly blurred or 
sometimes the sun created refraction, a trace of colour that distorted the body. Developing 
these images through video editing would have allowed a creative interpretation of their 
spiritual and aesthetic concerns. I was, however, concerned that this was an artistic endeavour 
and might need to be undertaken after the thesis was complete, or once I felt clear about the 
case study. A work such as this would also need the participant’s permission and artistic input 
and I was constrained by time. It is an area that would warrant further research and generate 
possibilities in ethnographic documentation that would attempt to grapple with the aesthetic 
concerns of the participants rather than slipping into the assumption that the visual can 
somehow capture reality.
These participants link their interest in paganism and other new age spiritualities to Arabic 
dancing in a more direct manner than any books or videos I discovered. Whilst there are 
similarities to the general comments about the ‘essential and universal’ nature of the dancing, 
in the literature these are wholly attributed to the (constructed) history of Arabic dancing 
whereas the participants link these essential qualities to their own interests in a myriad of new 
age spiritualities. There seemed to be far less interest in the histoiy of Arabic dancing than I 
had anticipated. Similarly, there was less interest in comparisons to Arabic dancing in Arabic 
countries. The comparisons that I did encounter were couched in loose comments, such as 
Denny’s "'We ^ o w  we re not autdentic’, and were a response to probing questions on my behalf 
rather than an interest within the troupe.
The conceptual space and mythological time in this case of Arabic dancing involve 
interesting shifts in aesthetic concerns, such as those highlighted by the application of 
Schechner’s Infinity Loop (1977) to look at the difference when dancing in a private or a 
public realm (Chapter Four). Within the private realm many of the participants begin to 
imagine themselves in a different identity than they believe they inhabit in their everyday 
lives. Their personal myths begin to find a physical embodiment through the action of 
dancing and this, as outlined in Chapter Six, has the power to create a personal 
transformation. Similarly, the group often have moments when a similar transformation 
occurs as I have outlined in Chapter Eight. These moments of communitas are also 
transformative in that the members of the group begin to think of themselves differently when 
this heightened sense of collective identity appears.
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Spencer (1985) draws on the work of Turner to suggest, much as I have attempted to do, that 
dancing is both a social activity and one that can draw people together in solidarity. It has the 
power to be, as Turner claims, both part of social structure and anti-structure. The dancing in 
this case study appears to do just this. It is both within the codes and conventions of dancing 
in contemporary England and yet it also has a world that stands outside by linking to spiritual 
beings. Spencer, too, believes that dancing has the power to generate a kind of communitas 
such as the moments of transformation that I have alluded to in this thesis. He suggests that 
dancing fundamentally emerges from society and we must look to society first (Spencer, 
1985, p.38). This, however, seems to me to disallow the dancing the power of transformation 
that Turner attempts to instate in those liminal moments of communitas or that Browning 
claims that dancing can have. When in a liminal space - a place between one definition of self 
and another, between one social definition and another - individuals and groups both viewing 
and performing have the power to create themselves differently. Schechner ( 1977) says that 
every social and aesthetic drama has the power to be both effective or useful and entertaining. 
Turner believed that aesthetic drama draws influences, preconsciously, from the social realm 
which appear as content in the aesthetic. How this relates to dancing is too problematic to 
attend to in this thesis. I believe all these positions relegate the potential of the embodied 
action of dancing to merely a cultural artefact or practice rather than allowing, as I have 
attempted in this thesis, to see the cyclical nature of the transformation as it shifts from the 
embodied action into the social process and back again.
In the narratives created in Chapter Eight, I have suggested that the networks themselves 
create a transforming power (York, 1995, p.232) that aids the creation of a particular world or 
community. To suggest that dancing emerges from the social returns us to a link between 
form and place that has proved so unhelpful in this thesis and would disallow the 
transformative power of this dancing. Individuals and groups of people attempt to change the 
course of their lives everyday in spiritual journeys or through processes of self-development. 
This thesis has shown that these processes are more than cognitive. The context in which this 
dancing is found cannot be assumed, it cannot be generalised and it should not be loosely 
linked to larger definitions of dancing, nationhood, womanhood or spirituality. These dancing 
events are ritualised moments where there is a connection between the physical action and 
personal and collective myths. In these transformational moments, this liminal space, a sense 
of communitas emerges from which the participants may begin to alter the course of their 
lives.
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The use of myth and ritual throughout this case study was based on information about the 
participants. It would seem that the action of dancing, a reflexive practice, is an action that 
can usefully be conceptualised within a ritual frame. This position has been created because I 
believed it was the theoretical frame that best represented what the women were enacting. 
By drawing on the particular theoretical positions of Schechner, Turner, Hughes-Freeland 
and Rees I believe it has been possible to begin to see the women in this case study as agents 
in their own construction of identity. Remembering that Performance Studies “concerns itself 
broadly with culture and identity” (Stucky and Wimmer, 2002, p.ll), this thesis has 
attempted to look to the behaviours of the participants to seek out the particulars of their 
identities from within a range of theoretical constmcts in order to develop representations that 
emerge from within the notion of ‘ritualised performative practice’ because of the complex 
mythological world that underpins the embodiment of Haraam’s Arabic dancing.
In this thesis there are particular theoretical frames that have been useful even though 
Performance Studies may seek to ‘borrow’ from other disciplines and Schechner insists that 
the discipline can never be fixed (Schechner, 2002b, p.x). I have been revisiting these 
throughout this section and now draw the reader’s attention back to the idea of networks. 
When I first began writing I envisaged the terms ‘networks’ and ‘pathways’ as useful visual 
stimuli for the reader. These terms would allow the reader to imagine the physical 
embodiment simultaneously with the mythological world of the dancing. Pathways might 
allow the reader to imagine the individual metaphorically dancing their way through 
Northampton. A network would assist the reader with an image of objects usually thought to 
be commodified, such as costumes, books and images to intersect and co-exist with the 
physical action of the dancing.
As the research developed I realised there was a possibility that the application of network 
theory might also usefully attend to those problems of place and form connection that I 
discussed in Section 9.1.3. The writings on the spiritual aspects of Arabic dancing found in 
books, on the internet and on videos has helped me to understand something about the 
constructed history of the form but it did not prepare me for the world of dancing I found in 
Northampton. The participants’ world is informed by populist material as well as the history 
of exoticism that is in the popular memory but that is not the whole story. The significance of 
this dancing is profound for the women represented here. Their stories are all individual and 
yet there are pathways that connect them to each other as a dancing community and beyond 
them into the world of Arabic dancing in England and probably beyond. Yet these
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connections do not sit easily with current migration theories such as Appadurai (1991) whose 
attention is on a global construction at the expense of the local.
The application of network theory might usefully allow personal and collective mythmaking 
and dancing to embrace both a “theoretical and ideological plane but...also...a location 
within lived geographical space” (Nash, 1994, p.228). In this way body boundaries and 
spatial boundaries appear to be less fixed allowing for meaning making to emerge in, on, 
around and beyond the body and the place. It has been my intention to create a theoretical 
frame where an individual or group’s construction of identity can have valence and the power 
of social transformation. This is based on my finding in this research that many individuals 
and groups believe their identities are constructed through much more than the job or career 
they choose, or the primary social role that they are perceived to play within their culture and 
academics ignore, at their peril, the value systems inherent in these activities (Willis, 1990).^
I have shown how this particular case study operates within the wider Arab-Egyptian dance 
framework of aesthetics, ideology and mythology, therefore, this thesis has been able to 
highlight possible connections between the specific instances of dancing and the wider 
context of Arabic dancing in non-Arabic countries. Yet I am still unsure that linking these 
women to any other sphere of Arabic dancing would be a useful analytical process simply 
because they appear to be making their meanings and constructing their identities in the 
moment that they are experiencing it. This is the reason I felt compelled to develop the use of 
the term networks beyond a simple visual stimuli. It provides a possibility for linking case 
studies without needing to re-attach the form to a place of origin.
9.2 Moving on: future pathways and networks
As Clifford suggests, these informants do not speak ‘cultural truths’, their words and actions 
are the responses to particular circumstances including the ethnographer s presence (Clifford, 
1986, p. 107). As became evident in the latter chapters of this thesis, my presence in the 
fieldsite created moments where the participants and myself confronted issues of spirituality 
and femininity in ways that I could never have imagined or theorised. I did not seek out these 
issues and was not, at the inception of the research, focused on these particular theoretical 
issues and yet they emerged in the interchange between the participants and myself in 
exciting and unimaginable ways. Perhaps these moments and events helped some of the 
participants, like Denny, to clarify their links between dancing and their understanding of 
spirituality and femininity. It certainly seemed this was what was happening to me. There 
were moments when it became necessary to look deeply at my personal history to confront
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unresolved personal issues in order to clarify my reflexive approach and to enable a 
comprehension of the events that I encountered that had, in my early experiences of the 
dancing, eluded me.
This is dance ethnography, in that I have continually worked at keeping the dancing central 
whilst discovering appropriate methodologies for analysis that would reveal alternative ways 
in which identities are formed not solely dependent on physical constructions (Desmond, 
1999, p.xiv). The notion of difference in this case study has been based on the informants, 
and my developing, understanding of their spiritual and physical difference. The action of 
dancing embodied by these women embraces constructs of ‘femininity’ and also attempts a 
resistence to these constructs. Further research to assess the effectiveness of this potential 
resistance might usefully begin to examine the relationship between this embodiment and the 
participant’s experience of ‘being’ in the dancing moment and its relationship to notions of 
the ‘gaze’ (Mulvey, 1989) and ‘being seen’ (Berger, 1972) as there is a juxtaposition between 
the cultural images of women on display and the participant’s belief in the resistance of their 
dancing bodies. Their action may attempt to embrace and reconstruct the parameters for who 
can dance, how they dance and who establishes the criteria for their dancing.
I have attempted to give agency to the informants by revealing their voices and talking yrow 
the body or through the action of dancing (Famell, 1994). This position allows a speaking 
from the body that embraces the ideological and mythological rather than creating a 
separation in mind and body. I believe it is only through the exploration of how individuals 
and groups understanding of themselves is inscribed in our bodies and all that surrounds us 
can be begin to understand, and possibly loosen, its ideological affects. Williams says that 
everything we do and see depends on our attempts to learn, describe and communicate (1961, 
p.37). This research reveals the complexities of discovering how these bodily inscriptions are 
encoded and decoded. The business of producing and receiving meanings in cultural artefacts 
such as dancing is not beyond the daily habits of the person but seen as a moment within their 
social understanding. The moment of enacting dancing heightens and condenses the agent s 
energy” (Hastrup, 1998, p. 42). At this moment the key is the centrality of the social actions 
of the individual or person. The agent embodies the action which creates the meaning 
making.
Finally, I would like to take a moment to reflect upon this project from a personal 
perspective. It would seem that these issues are now inscribed in my body in new and 
interesting ways. This research can continue in the many ways suggested m the course of this
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chapter. It might also continue in case studies unrelated to Arabic dancing or in my creative 
practice as a dancer. The possibilities seem endless and enticing. The networks that might 
emerge now seem to have more potential than Dorothy’s metaphoric red shoes that I 
introduced at the beginning of the thesis. The shoes began as a sign I could ‘see, but since 
then they have become a way of being and seeing, a way of perceiving and experiencing the 
world. Now my intention is to take the red shoes back to my Kansas (Northampton) in order 
to find networks that were impossible when the Yellow Brick Road only existed in the 
imaginary world of Oz. Taking my red shoes with me wherever I go, dancing in them, 
allowing you the opportunity to dance in them too, I see the world differently; experience the 
world in new ways.
The agent cannot be observed with the researcher in some apparently neutral position in a 
dancing landscape, such as the one I have unveiled for you, which is constructed by persons 
who make up this shifting world. My red shoes move with me, in me, on me and around me 
and inform the world I find. I would like to think that my position, as researcher and dancer, 
both embraces and moves beyond the ideological position inhabited by postmodern critiques 
to a location where the interrelationships between social, ideological, mythological and other 
such constructs can be examined within the fi-ame of people’s everyday lives.
Endnotes for Chapter Nine
' Ness (1996) attends to the complexities o f analysing dances cross-culturally. This is one example from many within 
dance ethnography. See Kurath (1960), Ness (1992), Royce (1977), Hanna (1979a) and Spencer (1985).
 ^The overview survey reveals the vast breadth o f dance forms available in Northampton.
 ^Quigley (1995) found this to be the case when studying Anglo-American Dance in Appalachia and Newfoundland. 
Tyler (1995) also discovered that when celebrated the German heritage o f  ‘Oktoberfest’, participants were most 
interested when the dance caller invited couples to join in an English Square Dance.
“ See Slobin (1993)
It might also be possible to explore the relationship between the movements in the videos and this case study in
relation to the research on the Reda troupe undertaken by Franken or Browning s Mexican case study on Arabic
dancing (2001).
" For an interesting account o f  the theories o f Baudrillard see Connor (1989) who suggests that writer’s such as 
Lotringer, Kroker and Cook attempt to create writings that are similar to Baudrillard in their glee in creating 
‘ethically vacant’ accounts o f society that operate within their own self-legitimating simulation (p.220-221).
’ See Willis (1990); McRobbie (1991), (1997a) (1997b); Hebdige (1979, reprinted 1997); Fnth (1998).
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Appendix AJ 
Sample Telephone Survey Form
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Venue Survey
This telephone survey will aim to give a broad overview of the venues where dance is 
practiced in Northampton. Using the telephone directory, local newspapers, and personal
suggestions.
NAME:________________________________
ADDRESS;
TELEPHONE NO.
1. How would you describe these activities?
n igh tc lubs raves d isco  bam  dances te a  dance o ther socia l ev en ts  
ballet ta p  m odern  jazz national ballroom Latin A m erican
S eq u en ce  Line D ance Ceroc Dance African Dance
A rabic/Egyptian/Belly D ance South Asian d ance (C lassical o r Folk)
English Folk D ance Scottish  dance Irish Dance P olish  Dance
O ther In ternational Folk D ance Morris dance C ontem porary  D ance
d ance in education  (o rg an ised  by schools/colleges) dance professionally
o ther/ ad d  to  list a  app ropria te
4. How often are events 
held?
once  a  y ea r 
once a  m onth  
once a  w eek 
2-3 tim es p e r  w eek
4-5 tim es p e r w eek
5-10 tim es p e r  w eek 
m ore th an  10 trmes^ 
per w eek
7. What age groups and
how many male/female ?
18-25
25-40
40-55
55+
M:
F:
5. How long is each 6. How many people
session? attend per session?
un d er 1 hour u nder 10
1-2 h o u rs 11-20
2-4 hours 21-50
half a  day 50 o r  m ore
full day/evenhig o th er
o th er
& Any other information
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Appendix A.2 
Sample Postal Survey Form for Education
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Questionnaire for Research in the Local Dance 
Practices of Northampton
(please complete and return to Jane Mulchrone, 114 Northampton Lane North, Moulton, Northampton, NN3 
7QW. For further information about the research please telephone me on 01604-644180 or at Nene College of
Higher Education, 01604-735500, ext. 3166)
Name
Job Title & Organisation
Address & Telephone
Briefly describe your dance rok in Northampton
I woik with the following groups: (please list 
approx. numbers of participants in each area) 
groups (please circle)
0-5 yrs 6-lOyrs 11-15 yrs 
16-21yrs 22-30 yrs 31-54 yrs 
over 55 yrs 
People with physical &/or learning 
difficulties 
Women only groups 
Men/hoys groups 
People in prisons 
People in hospital
other- please specify___________________
Each session is:
under 1 hour 1-2 hours 3-4 hours
5-10 hours otbcr(^ease ^ecify)
once a month once a
And is offered: 
once a year 
week
2-31  per week 4-5 x per week 
other(please specify)
1 woit in the following styles: (please list 
approx. niunbers of participants in each area) 
Contemporary (please describe) 
Folk-English/Scottish/Irish/Polish (please 
circle)
Morris Dance
Intemational/Folk
Other folk styles (please describe)
Ballroom, Sequence, etc
Modem,Tap Jazz or Ballet (please circle)
South Asian Contemporary, Classical, Folk
Flamenco or other Latin
African peoples
Street dance.
Line Dance 
Ceroc Dance
Egj^tian, Arabic, Belly Dance 
Bam Dance, Tea Dance, Rave, Disco 
Dance prfrfessiwally (style)
Dance hr education
Other styles (please describe)_____________
How do you describe your position; (FuU-tune, Part-time, Freelance, Self-employed, volunteer, 
other) _____________
Please list addresses of premises in which you dance:
If you know of any other person/organisation/s involved hr dance within the area please list their 
name, contact address and telephone number.
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Appendix A3 
Sample Computer Data Input Form
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«m m
mam privateCarnival DanceiS-Xii
yncrest Lower School, Lyncrest Rd
33047
sats-s
?$S!S?»5S
atider
1-2 hours
2-4 hours 
half a da
once per month
once per week
4-5 times per wee mm
5-10 times per wejother
more than 10 time;
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